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	Author’s Note


I’ve just finished Chained, and I’m facing the most complicated page of all.

A little over four months ago, I received an email from a reader. Just one of many, I thought. As I always do, I replied thanking them for reading and for choosing me among the almost infinite reading options available today.

That email was followed by another, and then another. He thanked me for answering and for the attention I gave him. He explained that he had cerebral palsy and was in a Rehabilitation Center because he needed special care. He told me about his day-to-day life, his sorrows, his resignation…

Let me introduce you to Javi (the only thing that isn’t real about his character is the name). Everything that appears in the novel about him is one hundred percent true. Most of the dialogues in which he appears are literal copies of the conversations we’ve had. Patricia also exists (also with a different name).

The idea for Chained emerged from those dialogues. Javi has been a faithful collaborator. He contributed ideas, refined the characters, and corrected the manuscript. Quite a challenge for a person with mobility and functionality difficulties.

Chained is very different from my other novels. Eroticism isn’t the primary focus (although it’s present), but rather the intention to tell a story that isn’t usually written about, perhaps because it doesn’t sell. The only thing I regret is not having sufficient literary resources to capture the harshness of his daily life, although I assure you, I’ve tried.

Thank you, Javi. You’ve opened my eyes to so many anonymous stories. This novel is as much yours as it is mine.

I hope you enjoy it.

Selena Valente.

	The Awakening 
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I wake up before knowing I’ve awakened. It’s a strange sensation, as if my mind is rising from deep below, pushing through layers of thick silence. Before my eyes, sound arrives: a regular beeping, distant, as if coming from the bottom of a pool. Then, a murmur of voices I can’t distinguish. I want to move, but my body seems to float and weigh heavily at the same time.

I try to breathe and the air burns me. It’s cold, artificial, forced into me through my nose. Tubes. There are tubes inside me. Panic explodes like a grenade: I want to tear them out, scratch, flee from my own body, but my arms weigh tons and respond with delay, as if they belonged to someone else.

I open my eyes and the white light pierces my pupils like blades. I blink and the world assembles itself in pieces: hunched shadows, serpentine cables, machines breathing for me. Everything spins around me. I feel nauseated with dizziness.

“She’s waking up... I think.”

It’s me... I think it’s me. Nerea. I repeat my name in my head, as if I could cling to this first memory of my consciousness.

The beeping grows louder. Or perhaps I’m the one getting closer to it. It becomes clearer, more present. Something marks each second with an almost irritating insistence: beep... beep... beep. It burrows into my head like a small but constant hammer. I try to open my eyes, but they don’t respond. I only feel my eyelashes trembling slightly, as if they were glued together.


I breathe. Or the air breathes for me. There’s a cold, chemical, sharp smell. It smells like plastic, metal, something that doesn’t belong to any familiar place. I struggle to find a memory that explains where I am, but my mind is a blank wall. The emptiness frightens me, a gentle fear that grows slowly, like water rising in a bathtub without you noticing.

I try to move my fingers. I don’t know if I succeed. I feel pressure on my right hand, like something surrounding my fingers. Maybe a bandage, maybe someone holding me. I’m not sure. My skin burns in some places; in others, I simply feel nothing.

A touch. A voice nearby. I don’t understand what it says, I only catch the tone: low, attentive. Another murmur. The beeping continues, imperturbable. I try to open my eyes again, and this time a diffuse light enters. Too white. It hurts me. I blink —or I think I do— and the brightness imposes itself, though still blurry, as if I were looking through a fogged glass.

I distinguish shapes, silhouettes. Something to my left moves. I want to turn my head, but my neck protests with a deep, dull pain that forces me to give up. I breathe again, more aware now of the tube or the cold air entering my nostrils. It’s a strange, unnatural sensation.

“Nerea...” —The voice approaches, and this time I understand my name. My heart gives a small jump, as if called from very far away.

“Nerea, if you can hear me, try to blink.”

Blink. That word sounds like a challenge. I can barely move them, but I make an effort, because it’s as if they were offering me a rope to climb up. I try. Once more. I don’t know if it’s noticeable. I try again. A sound —perhaps a relieved sigh— responds.

“Good. Very good. You’re in the ICU. You had an accident, do you understand? You’re safe now, but you need to not try to move yet.”

The ICU. The word falls heavily, like a stone in a still pond. Accident. Then yes, a blurry image, barely a flash: white light, flying glass, a screech that cuts through the ears. The sensation that the world tilts sideways. But it’s just a fragment, nothing that confirms what the hell I’m doing here. My mind is a nebula that has me disoriented, my memories are dulled, and I’m afraid.

I try to speak. I really try. My throat is a scraped desert; only a hoarse sound comes out, a useless breath. The voice —a woman, I think— responds quickly:

“Easy. Don’t talk. We just removed your breathing tube. Everything will go step by step. You need to learn to take everything calmly from now on.”

Step by step. I cling to those words. Something warm touches my hand. Yes, now I feel it: someone is holding it. That contact comforts me, centers me a little. I breathe more slowly. The white light doesn’t hurt my eyes as much anymore, though it’s still uncomfortable.

As my pupils adapt, I begin to distinguish more things. A white ceiling, too white, with rectangular lights that vibrate slightly, as if blinking to the rhythm of my own eyes. To the right, I see machines. Transparent tubes. Green numbers. Everything seems foreign to me, as if I were inside a documentary.

I feel my body numb. As if it weren’t mine, as if I had slipped into another one without knowing how to operate it. I try to move my legs: nothing. Just an echo of effort that doesn’t translate into movement. My chest heaves a little. Panic rises, silent, invisible. I try to blink rapidly, as if I could ask for help that way.

The same voice approaches again.

“Your legs are fine, Nerea. Don’t worry about that. You’re very swollen from the impact, and we need to keep you immobile for now so you can recover. But you’re going to be okay.”

Okay? I don’t know what that word means now. Okay is not being here, I think. Okay is remembering how I got here.

I try to piece things together. I’m in the ICU. I had an accident. With whom? Where? I don’t know. I feel like I should remember something important, but my mind is a closed door. I pound on it from the inside, without result.

The smell becomes evident again: disinfectant, gel, filtered air. It’s a smell I associate with places of transit, not with life. A smell that announces something has gone very wrong. I wonder how long I’ve been here. If it’s day or night. If someone is looking for me.

The woman —a nurse, I assume— adjusts something beside me. I hear a click, a soft rustle of plastic. Then I feel a slight tingling in my arm, as if a cold liquid were flowing down my veins.

“This will help you relax. You’ve woken up very well, Nerea. It’s normal to feel disoriented.”

Disoriented. The word amuses me in a sad way. I feel more than disoriented: I feel like I’m learning to exist from scratch. As if I had been reborn inside a white box full of machines.

I try to breathe deeply, but my chest only rises a little. A mild yet sharp pain crosses my side. It’s not unbearable, but enough to remind me that something inside me is damaged. I don’t know how much. I don’t know how.

The nurse speaks to me again, from further away this time.

“I’m going to notify the doctor. Stay calm. I’m here.”

I’m here. That phrase I do understand. I’m here. Me. Nerea. I open my eyes a little wider. The light no longer blinds me. The world is still blurry, but it exists. And I exist within it.

The beeping continues, marking my time, like a metronome accompanying my return. I try to follow it. It doesn’t sound so bad now. Perhaps because, for the first time since I woke up, I feel that I’m not alone.

I breathe slowly. I look at the ceiling. An enormous, profound weariness caresses me, as if my body wanted to return to sleep. But now I’m not afraid that everything will disappear if I let go. I have a name, a sound, a presence beside me. I have a point from which to return.

I close my eyes. Just for a moment. Or so I think. The beeping continues. And I, at last, begin to feel that I’m coming back.

My mouth is dry, as if my tongue had been stuffed with sand and steel wool and my lips sewn shut with wire. I want to swallow but can’t; I want to scream but nothing comes out. Just that metallic taste of old rust, of dormant blood and plastic.

A voice makes its way through the beeps.

“Nerea… sweetheart… can you hear me?”

It’s a voice I know. I know it so well it hurts. But the name of who’s speaking escapes me, as if my brain were a colander and memories were falling through the holes. I try to focus. There’s a silhouette next to the bed, blurry, trembling, with hunched shoulders. A hand shakes as it approaches my face.

“It’s me… mom…”

The word mom explodes inside me like glass breaking in slow motion. And with it come the images, without order, without mercy:

Dad laughing in the kitchen while burning the pancakes.

My little brother blowing out the candles on his tenth birthday, his face covered in chocolate.

The smell of salt and sunscreen from our last summer in Tarifa.

The voice message I sent mom… how long ago? “I’ll be late, don’t wait up for me.”

The amber traffic light. The acceleration. The truck that doesn’t stop...

Everything comes crashing down on me at once, as if someone had dumped a box of broken photos inside my head. I try to breathe and I choke. The machines go crazy for a second; accelerated beeps, red lights flashing.

“Nurse! Nurse, quickly!” – my mother’s voice sounds desperate.

A silhouette bends, breaks in half. A nurse comes running in. I feel the cold prick in the IV.

“No, please…” I manage to croak. “Don’t put me to sleep… I want… to see her…”

My mother raises her head. Her eyes are swollen, purple from days of endless crying. She comes closer until her warm breath brushes my cheek.

“I’m here, my darling. I’m here. They’re not putting you to sleep, just calming you down a bit, okay? I’m here, I’m not moving from your side.”

I try to raise my hand to touch her. It doesn’t reach. I only manage to move my fingers a few millimeters. She catches it mid-air, wraps it in hers, presses it against her chest as if it were all she has left of me.

“I’m sorry…” she whispers. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry…”

The images keep falling:

The sound of twisting metal.

The smell of gasoline and burning rubber.

My own scream that was cut short when the airbag hit my face.

And then… nothing. A black hole that lasts days, weeks, I don’t know.

“And… dad…? And… Dani…?” I ask with my voice in shreds.

My mother freezes. Just for a second. But I see it. That second when the air escapes from her lungs and doesn’t come back in.

“They’re... they’re fine,” she finally says, too quickly. “Dad is downstairs, talking with the doctors. Dani... Dani is at home with grandma. We’re all fine, sweetheart. Only you... only you...”

She doesn’t finish the sentence. She doesn’t need to.

I close my eyes because I can’t bear to see her cry like that. But behind my eyelids the images continue: the car upside down, the blue lights, someone shouting my name as they pull me out from the twisted metal.

I feel myself sinking again. The sedative drags me down like a slow, black current.

The last thing I hear is my mother whispering against my hand, over and over, as if it were a prayer:

“Hold on. Hold on, my little girl...”

And I want to promise her that yes, I’m going to fight, that I’m going to be myself again. But the abyss swallows me before I can say it.

The voices drift away, becoming medical, cold, as if I were a corpse they haven’t yet declared.

“...L1 and L2 are compressed in a wedge...”

“...without displacement, a true miracle...”

“...right hip severely damaged, fragments everywhere...”

“...multiple reconstructions inevitable...”

“...high septic risk...though controlled for now...”

“...spinal cord intact, a miracle...”

Each word is a hammer blow.

Hip shattered.

Vertebrae crushed.

Surgeries. Multiple.

I want to cry, but even my tears won’t obey me.

A warm hand wraps around mine. It’s the only human thing in this hell of plastic and steel.

“You’re safe, Nerea. You’re not alone.”

Lie. I’m more alone than ever, trapped inside a body I no longer recognize.

“What... is... happening... to me?” I whisper with a voice broken into a thousand pieces.

The nurse hesitates for a second. Just one second, but I notice it.

“You’ve been in a car accident. It was a brutal side impact. The emergency services arrived quickly and got you out, you arrived conscious... but in very bad condition. Now you’re full of metal and sedatives. Don’t try to remember yet. It won’t do you any good.”

But I remember anyway.

The yellow light of a street lamp. A traffic light in white. No. Not a traffic light. It’s...

An endless horn blaring. The world spinning.

Glass shattering like shrapnel.

The steering wheel coming toward me... or me toward it.

Or maybe I’m making it up. I no longer know what’s real and what might be a product of my imagination.

I try to move my legs. Nothing. Not even a tremor. Not a twinge. Nothing. Terror rises from my stomach like acid eating me from within.

“I... can’t... feel them...”

“It’s because of the inflammation,” someone says quickly, too quickly. “It’s normal. It doesn’t mean anything bad. The spinal cord is fine. Listen to me Nerea, the spinal cord is fine. Your feet can move, but right now your body is in shock. Don’t force it.”

I want to believe what that voice is saying. God, how I want to believe it. But inside my head there’s a voice screaming: paraplegia, paraplegia, paraplegia.

Sleep returns, heavy, chemical, irresistible. I fight against it. If I close my eyes again, maybe I won’t open them. Maybe the next time I wake up, I won’t be me anymore.

“Let go and rest,” whispers the hand holding mine. “I’m here. I won’t let you go.”

The machines continue marking time in beeps.

I stare at the white ceiling, blinding, without a single stain, without a single crack to hold onto.

Everything is broken. Everything.

And yet I breathe. I close my eyes. I let myself fall into the void, praying that someone will be waiting for me on the other side.

	Nebula


June 2011. Graduation party.

The air smells of various perfumes, adolescent sweat, and alcohol disguised as punch.

The disco lights cut across my face in green and orange rays. The music pounds so loudly that I feel the vibration in my bones that, suddenly, no longer hurt.

I’m standing in the middle of the hotel ballroom, with the copper-blue chiffon dress brushing against my legs as if they were truly mine again. The heels elevate me ten centimeters above the ground, and for the first time in weeks (or years, or lifetimes) I’m tall again, whole, invincible.

I look at my hands: perfect nails, no IV marks, no bruises.

I wiggle my toes inside the golden sandals. They move. They move.

A laugh bubbles in my throat, crazy, almost hysterical.

I’m here. At the graduation dance. But it can’t be... That was six fucking years ago. And I know because I see Mateo at the back, leaning against the column, wearing the same oversized white shirt that looked bad on him then and the tie with a misshapen knot. He looks at me like always: eyes of a slaughtered lamb, mouth half-open and his heart hanging outside his chest. I know he would give anything to approach me, but he doesn’t dare and never will. I’ve known that since I was sixteen. I know it now.

And then there’s Fran.

God, Fran.

With his black tuxedo, hair tousled just the right amount, the smile that made all the girls at school sigh for him. He comes straight toward me, as if the aisle between the tables opened just for him. He takes my hand without asking, turns me, pulls me close to his body.

“Finally found you,” he whispers against my ear, and his breath smells of gin and warm kisses. “Shall we dance?” he asks, kissing me again.

I nod, and dance with him. My hips move on their own, perfect, without metal or screws or fear. The dress floats around my legs like a cloud of cold fire. I feel every gaze: the approval of those who always wanted me near, the raw desire of those who never dared, the sharp envy of those who silently hated me.

In a corner, my friend Eva has her back against the wall and Gus’s tongue in her mouth. His hand has disappeared under her silver skirt and no one pretends they aren’t watching. She laughs into the kiss, oblivious to criticism and opinions.

Everything is exactly the same. And everything is impossible. This was more than—how many?—years ago. This isn’t real. Or it was, but it’s not happening now.

November 2024

A twinge crosses my pelvis, slight at first, like a memory of pain. I squeeze my eyes shut for a second. When I open them, the ballroom has darkened a bit. The lights blink more slowly. The bass of the music becomes a distant, constant, familiar beeping.

Beep... Beep...Beep...

Fran spins me again and suddenly his face blurs, his features fade away, his skin sinks as if someone were sucking it from within. His voice breaks:

“Nerea... stay... don’t go... The party continues.”

I try to hold onto him, but my hands pass through smoke and dissolve. My blue dress disintegrates into shreds of mist. The heels sink into a floor that no longer exists.

Mateo shouts my name from the back, but his voice arrives distorted, like a sound underwater.

The hotel ballroom bends, twists, turns into white ceiling and tubes and machines.

And I fall.

I fall back into the broken body, into the pain that was patiently waiting for me to finish dreaming.

The last blue flash of the dress fades against the white hospital sheet.

And I wake up again, gasping, with my mouth full of scratchiness and the beeping marking the end of the best lie my brain has been able to invent for me. What’s with that dream? I didn’t have any accident after graduation... Of that I’m sure, or at least it wasn’t a traffic accident...

I wake in waves, as if my consciousness were floating and sinking in a thick sea. Each time I surface, the regular beeping of a machine greets me with the same coldness. Then the voices, low, professional, mixing together like a language I barely recognize.

I try to move, but I only manage to awaken a dull pain throbbing in my back and a violent stab in my hip, a twinge that cuts off my breath. I open my eyes. The white light from the ceiling forces me to close them immediately. I already know where I am, but I still don’t know how long I’ve been here, though something inside me already senses the answer before anyone says it.

“Nerea,” says a soft, feminine voice. “I’m here. You’ve woken up again. Very good.”

I open my eyes again, more slowly. I make out a figure in a coat, mask, and surgical cap. Her eyes are kind, but her expression is too well-trained not to worry me.

“Where...?” the word breaks in my dry throat.

“In the ICU. You had a car accident. We’ve already operated to stabilize the urgent issues, but you still need more interventions. You’re safe, okay?”

A different figure approaches my bed. He wears a badge with his name and moves with the authority of someone accustomed to delivering bad news without flinching.

“Hello, Nerea. I’m Dr. Ríos, orthopedic surgeon. Can you hear me clearly?”

His voice sounds strangely familiar, but I can’t place it in the jumbled mess that my memory has become. I make an enormous effort to nod, but I can’t. I limit myself to blinking rapidly.

“Good. We’re going to explain your situation calmly, okay? You can ask me to stop whenever you want.”

“Mateo? Mateo Ríos?” I exclaim, surprised. My voice sounds almost like a hoarse whisper.

	— 	“That’s me. Yes. Do you remember me, Nerea?”


	— 	“Of course.”





I connect Mateo’s voice with the recent dream about graduation night. It’s the only memory that comes to mind, and I didn’t understand why. New questions assault me. Mateo is a doctor. What year is it? How old am I? My breathing becomes agitated. I suppose they detect it immediately through the sensors I’m connected to.

“I need you to stay calm, Nerea. I’ll try to explain everything to you.”

Calm. That word makes no sense right now. But I try.

“You suffered a very strong impact. You hit your head laterally against the window. That’s probably where your disorientation comes from, although we’ve ruled out any neurological damage. The energy from the impact was concentrated mainly in your pelvis and spine. Your hip...” —he pauses— “is severely damaged. The fracture is really complex, broken into several fragments. What we call a comminuted fracture. That means it’s not just one broken bone, but many pieces that need to be repositioned and fixed. That’s what we’re working on now...”

I feel the air escaping from my lungs. As if something inside me were sinking.

“Have you operated on me already?” I try to say without succeeding, but Mateo anticipates.

“We performed emergency surgery to stabilize your pelvis and control the bleeding. You now have external fixation. But later it will be necessary to intervene several more times to reconstruct the joint and reinforce the structure. They’re complex operations, but everything will be fine.”

I try to slightly move my pelvis, perhaps by instinct. A brutal, dry pain tears through me. I scream without a voice, barely a moan.

“Don’t move,” says the nurse beside me, placing her hand on my arm. “It’s normal for it to hurt like that. The area is completely inflamed.”

Mateo continues, maintaining a firm tone.

“As for your back: you have two crushed vertebrae, L3 and L4. But they’re not displaced. They haven’t pressed on the spinal cord. That’s incredibly fortunate.”

Fortunate. I cling to that word like someone grabbing a rope with bleeding hands.

I moisten my lips with my tongue and gather courage.

“Will... will I walk again?”

He takes a deep breath before answering. That gesture terrifies me.

“We believe so,” he says with honesty, not with false hope. “We don’t see any evident damage that would prevent it. Your spinal cord is intact. But...” —there’s always a “but”— “it will be a long process. Very long. And difficult.”

My eyes fill with tears without me realizing it.

“What does long mean?” my voice trembles.

“It will take months for you to stand up. Perhaps a year to recover functional walking. The discomfort may become permanent, and there might be lifelong consequences: stiffness, chronic pain, limitations on running or bearing weight... I can’t promise you’ll be like before. But I can promise we won’t give up on you.”

I want to respond, but I find myself staring into the void processing his words. The machine’s beeping accompanies my silence, like a metronome marking the rhythm of my collapse.

The nurse wipes away my tears without making a sound. That gesture makes me feel something like a pang of tenderness, but fear quickly returns.

“One thing at a time,” she says. “Today you opened your eyes. That’s already a huge step.”

I try to process what I’ve just heard. Comminuted fracture. Sounds terrible. Reconstruction. Operations. Months. Consequences.

“I’m...” I breathe deeply, “terrified.”

The nurse smiles with a sadness that seems genuine in someone accustomed to dealing with pain.

“That’s understandable. You’ve just woken up from the medically induced coma. Anyone in your situation would be. But everything is going well. You need to arm yourself with patience; you won’t heal today or tomorrow. Everything you’re feeling is normal.”

Mateo nods.

“We’re going to manage your pain. Stabilize you. Operate when your body is ready. It’s going to be tough, Nerea. But you can do it. We’re going to help you through this.”

I can. I don’t know if I want to. I don’t know if I have the strength. But I’m here. And that, for now, has to be enough.

I close my eyes, exhausted. The white light disappears and only the beeping remains. Beep... beep... beep.

I breathe. I feel pain, but mostly fear. Yet hope also emerges. Because, even though my body is broken, I’m still here. And that means I have something to recover. Even if it hurts. Even if it takes time. Even if it’s frightening.

June 2011. One week before graduation.

I fall into another strange lethargy. Suddenly, I see myself in the school courtyard. I’m aware it’s a dream, or perhaps a vivid memory. But it’s very pleasant and I feel great. It’s June, it smells of hot asphalt and chlorine from the swimming pool, and the entire school is in full excitement. Exams are next week and nobody is studying. Nobody. We girls spend recess looking at dress catalogs and debating whether black is too funeral-like or if teachers will object to low necklines. I haven’t opened a book or my notes for three days; instead, my phone screen is full of photos of gala dresses and the latest Vogue España campaign.

I’m sitting on the bench in the courtyard, with the sun beating down on my shoulders, when Eva drops down beside me with her usual nonchalance. Her skirt is hiked up to the limit of what the rules allow and she has that shark smile she uses when she smells blood.

“You definitely want to hook up with him,” she blurts out without anesthesia, chewing gum with her mouth open.

“With who?” I pretend not to know, though my heart has already done a somersault.

“With Fran! Who else would it be?” she elbows me so hard I almost spill my lemon Kas, “The other day I saw you looking at him on Instagram. You spent half an hour straight on his gym story.”

I laugh, but I can feel my face burning. I think about Fran’s athletic body, the defined abs he posts without fail every Monday, the perfect haircut that looks like it was done with a ruler and protractor, and his red sports car that he double-parks as if rules were for everyone else.

“Yeah,” I say, trying to appear indifferent.

“Of course you do. You should invite him. After all, he only graduated two years ago. All the teachers know him. Plus, his parents are friends with the principal. Nobody will say anything if you bring him as your date.”

I lean back in my chair, cross my legs and let the sun bathe my face. Fran has it all. Handsome, interesting... and a mother who runs the most influential modeling agency in Andalusia. Elite Sur. I’ve dreamed about that logo since I was fourteen. When I was little and my mother would take me to the mall, I would stop in front of the giant posters of models and think: I want to be up there. Not to be famous, not just to be recognized. I want people to look at me and think “that girl has something that can’t be taught.” I want to walk down a runway and make time stop. I want my face on the billboards along the avenue, my name mentioned in casting meetings, people saying “Nerea, turn around, left profile, perfect.” I want my father to stop asking “and what are you going to study” and start showing me off at family dinners.

Because being a model isn’t a whim. It’s the only thing I’m really good at. I have long legs, a narrow waist, cheekbones that my grandmother says are “advertisement worthy.” I’m five foot ten barefoot, and when I put on heels I easily reach six foot one. In photos I never smile completely; I know how to give that look that makes people stare two seconds longer than normal. And most importantly: I’m hungry. Really hungry. The kind that isn’t satisfied with a small portion of potato salad and a “well, we’ll see.”

Eva snaps me out of my thoughts by clicking her fingers in front of my face.

“Earth to Nerea. Are you in or what?”

“In what?”

“In hooking up with Fran and, by the way, getting your foot in the door at Elite Sur. His mother is constantly looking for new faces, did you know that? Claudia told me, she’s dating the photographer’s son. If you go to graduation on Fran’s arm, they’ll sign you for sure. It’s basic first-grade math.”

I look across the courtyard. Mateo, the class weirdo, is sitting on the steps with his backpack between his legs, reading a book as if the world were ending. He looks up for a second, sees me, and looks away so quickly he almost drops his book. Poor guy. He’s been in love with me since ninth grade and still thinks I haven’t noticed.

“What if I say no?” I ask, more to myself than to Eva.

“Are you crazy?” she lowers her voice and leans in so close I can smell her strawberry gum. “Nerea, this isn’t just a ‘let’s see what happens’ situation. This is the door. The real door. Fran has been crazy about you since you kissed him at that fundraiser party for the senior trip. All you have to do is snap your fingers.”

I bite my lip. I know she’s right. Fran watches me at basketball games like I’m the scoreboard. He texts me “what’s up” every other day and always finds an excuse to “coincidentally” pass by the school gate at dismissal time. It’s easy. Too easy.

“What if I just want to go with someone I actually like?” I ask, and my voice sounds weaker than I expected.

Eva rolls her eyes.

“Please. True love doesn’t pay for campaigns in Bali. Or trips to Milan. Or magazine covers. True love is great for Instagram, but it doesn’t open doors. Fran does. Besides, there’s no one in our grade who’s even worth you wasting a minute on.”

I stay quiet. The sun burns. Images flash through my head: me on a New York runway, wearing an impossible dress, camera flashes firing like machine guns. My mother crying with pride in the front row. My name in neon. My face advertising a perfume that smells like success.

“You know what the best part is?” Eva continues, enjoying herself. “You don’t even have to sleep with him if you don’t want to. Just slow dance with him, let him put his hands on your waist in front of his mother, and that’s it. He’ll get you a test shoot the next day. I’d kill to be in your position.”

I look at my legs stretched out in the sun. They’re beautiful. They’re perfect. They’re my ticket.

“What if I regret it?” I whisper.

Eva laughs loudly, as if I’d told her the joke of the year.

“Nerea, honey, girls like you don’t have regrets. Girls like you achieve their goals.”

The bell rings. The courtyard empties. I stay a second longer, looking at the sky so blue it hurts.

I’m eighteen, with a blue dress waiting in my closet and a decision that could change my life.

“Pedro invited me. I haven’t answered him yet... Fran wants me to go with him... I haven’t confirmed with him either.”

Eva’s features contort into a grimace of pure horror.

“Are you seriously considering wasting a perfect party night with Fran to go with Pedro? Pedro probably won’t even show up! And if he does, he’ll be a bore. He’ll arrive in an oversized suit and try to feel you up. I’m only going with Gus because I already agreed to, otherwise I would have invited Fran myself.”

“Would you really?” I ask, though I already know the answer.

Eva shrugs, mischievously.

“I haven’t signed any loyalty pledge. You know, Gus is good in bed, but I bet Fran would be a dream...” her face is pure malice. “In fact, if you’re not going to invite him, I will. And I’m not joking. If necessary, I’ll sleep with both of them. Together... I don’t think they’d object much.”

I see where this is going. I know her. She’s capable of that and much more.

Suddenly I remember last year’s end-of-year party. Eva drank so much vodka and Red Bull that she ended up dancing on the catering table, shoeless with her top pulled up to her bra. Then she made out with Mario, Laura’s boyfriend, in front of everyone. Laura cried in the bathroom for two hours and Eva just said “she needs to grow up.” The next day she posted a photo on Facebook of Mario kissing her neck with the caption: “Oops.” Laura never spoke to her again. And Eva didn’t even flinch.

“No!” I almost shout.

“Why not? If you’re giving him up, I’ll take the opportunity.”

I pinch her arm, hard.

“No way. I’ll go with him,” I take a deep breath, as if signing a contract in blood. “As if I’d leave him to you.”

Eva claps, delighted.

“That’s my girl! I knew you’d come to your senses.” She leans forward with gleaming eyes. “Now tell me everything. What are you going to wear that night...?”

“The blue dress,” I say, feeling there’s no turning back now. “The one with the halter neckline and open back, the one that splits at the side when I walk. With the gold stiletto sandals. I think I’ll wear my hair down... Natural makeup, but with well-defined eyeliner. Red lips...”

Eva whistles.

“Damn, Nerea. You’re going to kill him. Literally. His mother will sign you the moment she sees you walking in on her precious boy’s arm.”

“It’s just... I don’t know. Sometimes I feel like dating Fran is like I’m selling a part of myself. I don’t know what part.”

Eva rolls her eyes.

“You’re selling an opportunity, idiot. And buying yourself a future. Don’t be stupid. Besides,” she leans in, lowering her voice, “anyone would want to be in your position. He’s ridiculously handsome, money coming out of his ears, powerful mother, an Audi sports car... God, girl, what a hardship you’re facing...”

I look out the window. The sun is scorching. In a week it’ll be the party. In a week I’ll walk on Fran’s arm in front of everyone. In a week his mother will look at me and decide if I’m cover material or not.

And I’ll smile, dance, let him hold me by the waist and pretend I don’t care that it’s all calculated. Because I need to be a model, and models don’t fall in love. Models win. And I’m very clear that I’m going to win, even if I have to spread my legs to get it.

“What about you?” I ask, still with a half-laugh.

Eva bites her lower lip, pretending to think about it, though we both know she’s had her decision made for weeks.

“I have two options. An incredible short black dress. With strategic sheer panels. Or the silver sequined ‘metal effect’ one I wore the other day to the ‘Tomás y Valiente’ party. The one that almost let my tits pop out while dancing. And I’m debating whether to wear the La Perla lingerie set or just go with nothing underneath...”

“Oh my God! You would totally do it!”

“You know I would. What the worms will eat anyway...” she shrugs with that smile of hers that always seems to say “the world is mine and I know it.”

“Don’t go overboard... You don’t want the teachers preventing you from entering the Assembly Hall. It’s an elegant event, not a slut dress runway.”

We burst into laughter, the kind that makes people at nearby tables look at us with “how annoying” faces. But we don’t care. We both know that night will be special, and we all want to look beautiful and be the center of attention. We want to be remembered forever as the ones who shone brightest before disappearing into the whirlwind of University.

Still laughing, I feel a tap on my shoulder.

I turn around. It’s Andrea, wearing a tight faded red t-shirt squeezed just right to show off her nipples, a frayed denim miniskirt, and red cowboy boots. Her hair is pulled up in a high ponytail that moves like a whip every time she turns her head. She’s with Natalia, who is the shyest of the four of us.

“Hey bitches. Talking about graduation, right?” she says, sitting down beside us without asking permission, as usual.

“Yes,” I tell her. “Who are you going with?”

“No fucking idea. Alone, probably. I’ll find someone there.”

“Ask Mateo!!” Eva blurts out, and bursts into another laugh so loud she almost spills her drink.

“No way! It’s a party, not a funeral.”

“Don’t be mean,” I interject, lowering my voice a bit and looking toward the back table, where Mateo is sitting alone with an open book in front of him. From here I can see he hasn’t touched his food; he just looks up every ten seconds toward our table. His lower lip trembles, as it always does when he knows we’re talking about him. “He’s a nice guy...”

“Yes. He’s a great guy, but no way in hell would I go with him. My reputation would be in the gutter if I did.”

Andrea rolls her eyes so hard I can almost see her pupils from behind.

“Look, Nerea, with all due respect: Mateo is a textbook nerd. He wears shirts his mother buys him from El Corte Inglés from the ‘sixty-year-old gentleman’ section, pants that are always a bit too short, and brown shoes that look like they’re made from sofa leather. He spends recess reading physics books or redoing exams from previous years just in case... The other day he asked the math teacher to give him an extra exercise ‘for practice.’ Who does that? Who?”

Eva cracks up.

“And on top of that, he wears those thick-rimmed glasses that look like they came from his grandfather’s trunk. And his hair... God, it looks like he cuts it himself with kitchen scissors.”

“Okay, yes, but he’s a good guy,” I insist, though I know I’m losing the battle. “He always lends you his notes. And last year, when I got sick before the math exam, he gave me his complete notes and even explained several topics I was really shaky on.”

Andrea leans toward me, as if she’s about to share a state secret.

“Nerea, honey, notes don’t fuck. And nice guys like Mateo don’t take you to Milan on a private jet. We’re the popular ones, remember? The ones who decide who’s in and who’s out. The ones with ten thousand Instagram followers who get a hundred messages every time we post a story. Mateo belongs to another planet. A planet where people get excited about documentaries on PBS and wear knee-high socks.”

I look at him again. He’s trying to pretend he’s not looking at us, but it’s so obvious that I almost feel sorry for him. His cheeks are flushed and his fingers are gripping the edge of the book like it’s a life preserver. I know he’s been in love with me since eighth grade. I know he keeps the photo we took on the field trip to Doñana in his phone case. I know that last year he wrote my name in the corner of his pencil case with permanent marker and then tried to cover it with correction fluid.


Eva continues, mercilessly.

“And on top of that, do you remember last year’s Halloween party? He came dressed as Albert Einstein. With the white wig and everything. Einstein! While we were going as dark angels and sexy demons, he was wearing a lab coat.”

We all laugh, though my laughter comes out a bit forced. I know Mateo is a good guy, and I don’t like laughing at him.

“He’s harmless,” I murmur.

“And that’s exactly why he’s useless,” Andrea declares. “Look, I want a guy who makes me feel like I’m on top of the world, not someone who reminds me that there are people who collect stamps. Mateo is the type who writes you handwritten letters and brings you flowers he picked from the park. I want someone who drives me around in a sports car, takes photos of me on yachts, and introduces me to people who matter. I don’t want to end up at a family dinner talking about the theory of relativity.”

Eva nods, suddenly very serious.

“Besides, imagine the graduation photo. You in that blue dress that fits you like a dream, and next to you... Mateo in his recycled communion suit and clip-on tie. People would think you’re with your little cousin. Or worse, with your tutoring teacher.”

I bite my lip. I know they’re right. Deep down I’ve always known it. Mateo and I live in different galaxies. He’s the 9.8 grade that he never brags about. I’m the one who barely passes and celebrates like it’s a perfect score. He’s the one who stays after class helping whatever teacher clean up. I’m the one who sneaks to the bathroom to touch up my makeup. He’s silence and library. I’m noise and spotlights.

And yet, when I look at him now, hunched in his chair, with slumped shoulders and sad puppy dog eyes, I feel something that feels too much like guilt.

“What if you gave him a chance?” I ask.

Eva and Andrea look at each other. Then they look at me.

“Are you crazy?” Eva says. “Nerea, you’re the queen of this school. The decision-maker. The one everyone wants. You can’t lower your standards out of... charity. That’s what normal girls do. We’re not normal.”

Natalia takes my hand across the table.

“Look, if you care that much, dance one slow song with him at the end of the night, when you’re already drunk and Fran has left you hanging to talk business with his mother. But don’t take him as your official date. That would be social suicide.”

I sigh. I know they won’t give in. And deep down I know I don’t want to give in either. Because I have a dress that costs more than Mateo’s mother’s monthly salary. Because I have a date with the school’s “Ken”. Because I’ve spent years building this version of myself that shines, that doesn’t ask for permission, that isn’t content with just being nice.

And Mateo... Mateo could never aspire to something like that.

“Fine,” I finally say. “We won’t go with him.”

Eva smiles, triumphant.

“That’s my girl. Now for the important stuff: shoes. Louboutin or Jimmy Choo?”

And while they continue talking about heels and sheer fabrics, I take one last look at the table in the back. Mateo has closed his book. He’s looking directly at me. And when our eyes meet, he gives me a shy, hopeful smile, as if he still believed there was the slightest chance.

I return a small, almost imperceptible smile. Then I look away. Because it’s become clear to me that this night isn’t for the good guys.

June 2011. Graduation Party

I couldn’t tell you how many people are crowded around the entrance. There’s a sea of long dresses, tuxedos, nervous laughter, and camera flashes from phones. The girls look like they’ve just stepped out of the salon, with perfect hair and red lips that shine under the hotel lights. The boys are more elegant than at any wedding I’ve ever attended: bow ties, neckties, tailored suits, large shiny watches...

I walk in on Fran’s arm.

He looks incredibly hot. The black tuxedo fits him like a glove, the white English-collared shirt is impeccable, his hair swept back with that casual touch that only those who can afford to pay someone to make it look like they haven’t styled it can achieve. He smells of expensive cologne and success. We both do. I feel like the queen of the ball. Maybe because I am.

We enter and, as soon as we cross the threshold, I notice how every head turns a millimeter. The girls look at my dress, then at him, then back at me, as if calculating how much it cost me to be here. The guys pat Fran on the back and smile at him as if to say “congratulations, man.”

We dance the first slow song pressed close, very close. His hand slides down my bare back, stops just above my butt, then moves up again. When the music speeds up, his fingers glide along the side of my dress, brushing my breast over the fabric. The chiffon is so thin that I can feel his fingertips as if I weren’t wearing anything. I move away slightly, pretending to be modest.

“Fran... not here,” I whisper, though my voice sounds huskier than I intended.

He smiles that half-smile, the one he knows works.

“Sorry, it’s just that you’re... damn, Nerea. You look beautiful tonight.”

We step out for a moment into the hallway leading to the parking lot. The cool air hits my warm skin. Fran grabs me by the waist and pushes me against the wall, without asking. I feel his warm breath and the moisture of his lips when he kisses me.

“Want to go to the car for a bit? Just five minutes. The back seat is spacious...” he whispers against my neck.

I pretend to be offended, gently pushing his hand away.

“Seriously? Already? Come on, Fran. We haven’t even toasted to graduation yet. Have some patience.”

The truth is I would fuck him right there, in the back seat of his red Audi, with my legs spread and my dress pulled up to my waist. But no. Rule number one: never appear easy. No man looking for something serious (or who has a mother who runs a modeling agency) wants a girl who spreads her legs at the first opportunity.

Fran raises his hands in surrender, but his eyes sparkle with amusement.

“I promise we’ll only do what you want and if it happens naturally. If you don’t feel comfortable, we’ll have some drinks, dance, and leave.”

I look at his lips. I look at his hands. I look at the bulge already visible in his pants.

“Alright. Let’s start with a drink.”

We go back inside. I order a gin and tonic with lots of ice. He orders a neat whiskey. We toast. I drink. The alcohol warms my blood and loosens my tongue. By the second drink, I’m laughing at every silly thing he says. By the third, I’m sitting on a high sofa, with my legs crossed so that the slit in my dress reveals almost my entire thigh.

Friends approach us. Hugo, Javi, the twins from “B”... They all greet Fran enthusiastically, with pats on the back and guy hugs. The girls give him two kisses that last too long, brushing their lips against the corner of his mouth and then looking at me with that fake smile that says “how pretty you look.” The bitches!

Fran puts his arm around my shoulders, possessively. I move closer to him, letting my breast brush against his arm “accidentally.”

“Do you like me, Nerea?” he suddenly asks when we’re alone for a second.

I play it cool, turning the glass between my fingers.

“Yes, well... I don’t know. I mean, yes I like you, but I don’t want you to think I’m an easy girl. I don’t think it’s appropriate for a first date,” I say in my best good-girl tone, lowering my gaze.

He laughs with a low chuckle, leaning in until his breath tickles my ear.

“That hurt, I actually do like you for real.”

I finish my third drink in one gulp. The ice burns my throat. I look into his eyes. We’re so close I can see the reflection of lights in his pupils.

“Really truly?” I ask, my voice already softer, more dangerous.

“God, Nerea... I’ve been dreaming about having you this close for two years. Two fucking years.”

I bite my lip. I know exactly what he wants now, and I want it too.

“And what exactly have you been dreaming about?” I ask, leaning forward slightly. The neckline of my dress opens just enough for him to see I’m not wearing a bra.

He swallows hard.

“I’ve dreamed about kissing you until you can’t breathe. About sliding my hands under that dress that’s been driving me crazy since I saw you. About pulling your panties down with my teeth and devouring you completely.”

Heat rises from my stomach to my face.

“What else?” I whisper, crossing my legs slowly so that the fabric opens a bit more. The slit now reaches almost to my hip.

“I’d take you against the hood of the car, with your dress hiked up and your legs wrapped around my waist.”

I laugh, but it’s a nervous, heated laugh.

“What a dirty mouth you have... That’s no way to treat a decent girl.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” he answers, and his hand is already on my knee, slowly moving up my thigh. “Tell me to stop and I’ll stop. But if not... I’m going to keep going up...”

His hand reaches the edge of my thong. He brushes the fabric with his thumb. I’m soaking wet. I know it. He knows it.

“Here? You don’t seriously think that...?” I ask, looking around.

“Not here. But in the car... in the car, yes. I promise no one will see us. The windows are tinted.”

I lean toward him, brushing his lips with mine without actually kissing him.

“And if someone catches us?”

“Let them watch.”

I laugh against his mouth.

“You’re so full of yourself.”

“And you’re dripping wet, Nerea. I can smell you from here.”

I bite my lip so hard I almost draw blood.

“Take me to the car,” I whisper.

He smiles like the devil he is.

“I thought you’d never ask.”

We stand up. I walk in front of him, swaying my hips, knowing he’s watching my ass with every step. The dress moves like water around my legs. I can feel his gaze burning into my back.

We go out to the parking lot. The night air is cool, but I’m burning up. Fran opens the back door of the Audi with the remote. I get inside. He follows and slams the door shut.

In two seconds his mouth is on mine, his tongue inside, his hands everywhere. He pulls my dress up to my waist. He yanks my thong down to my ankles in one swift motion.

Another attack of sanity, or false decency. I don’t know which it is, but suddenly I see myself from outside the car: sitting in the back seat of an Audi, with my dress hiked up to my thighs, my thong at my ankles, and my breathing rapid. And something inside me screams “STOP!”

“No,” I say suddenly, pulling away. “I don’t want to do it in the car.”

Fran freezes, his hand still on my waist.

“What?” he asks, as if he hadn’t understood properly.

“It’s tacky,” I continue, pulling my dress down with trembling hands. “Tonight I don’t want to just have some quick fuck. Not here, not like this.”

I’m aware that I’m being a complete tease. I’ve been turning him on for three hours, I’ve stuck my tongue down his throat, I’ve accompanied him to the car, and now I’m saying no. But it works. It always works.

“But... I don't understand? Don't you like me?” His words seem insignificant and fragile coming out of his mouth. The self-assured Fran, the one who always has an answer, now looks like a child whose favorite toy has been taken away after dreaming about it all day.

I take a while to answer him. Panting sounds can be heard in the parking lot: a car two spaces away is moving rhythmically, someone moans loudly from the other side of the wall, a girl laughs scandalously. The world seems to be fucking all around us while I try to regain my dignity.

“Yes, I do like you. A lot,” I finally say. “I mean, I do like you, but not enough to do this in the back seat of a car.”

“God,” Fran mutters as he moves away, tucking his erection back in with a pained expression. The gin and tonics are bubbling in my stomach. “Would you prefer if we went up to a room?” His tone is almost pleading.

Bingo!

“Now that's different!” I exclaim, feigning relief, as if he just solved all my problems.

Fran smiles with relief, his eyes bright with renewed hope.

“You're the most wonderful girl I've ever met, Nerea. Really. If you want a room, we'll have one. We can go up, order something from room service, put on some music... whatever you want.”

“I want you to respect me, Fran,” I say, looking into his eyes with my best good-girl face.

“What are you talking about?” he asks indignantly, as if I'd accused him of something horrible. “I respect you so much! I care about you.”

I feel like I have him exactly where I wanted: eating out of my hand, willing to do anything not to lose the possibility.

“I respect you,” he repeats, almost desperately. “I just want to... show you how I feel.”

“It's just that I try to be careful about sex,” I continue, lowering my voice to an intimate whisper. “It's important to me. I want to do it at the right time with the right person. And I don't think having a quick fuck at graduation is the way.”

Fran stays quiet for a second. Then, with a mixture of tenderness and genuine surprise, he asks:

“Are you a virgin?”

The look on his face is priceless. Eyes wide open, mouth slightly agape. I feel like I just scored a million points.

“More or less...” I answer, biting my lip and looking at the floor.

“And what the hell does that mean?” His face has suddenly changed: he's no longer the guy who was about to fuck me in the car, but someone who suddenly feels he's touching something fragile and valuable.

“Well, I've never been with a guy... but I don't have a hymen,” I say, letting my voice break a little. It's the first thing that comes to mind and it sounds so convincing that I almost believe it myself. “You see... when I was fifteen, I had to have surgery for an ovarian cyst. It was quite large and... well, the gynecologist had no choice but to...” I lower my eyes, pretending to be embarrassed. “I had to use dilators for months so everything wouldn't close up. So technically... I'm not a virgin, but I've never been with anyone. Not really.”

Silence.

Fran looks at me as if he's just discovered I'm a beautiful Murano glass figurine.

“Damn, Nerea...” he finally whispers. “I had no idea. I'm so sorry. I... I thought you... well, that you'd been with someone.”

I shake my head, very dignified, very fragile.

“No. I never wanted to. Until now.”

He swallows hard. He looks lost, moved, guilty, excited... all at once.

“In that case, I understand why you don't want to. But I'd like you to know that you would make me the happiest guy in the world. And you have all my respect. All of it.”

I move closer, take his hand.

“I don't want you to think I'm using you or playing with you,” I emphasize, putting on my best angelic face. “I just... need to feel that my first time is special. That I'm not just another girl.”

“You could never be just another girl!” he says, almost pleadingly. “Nerea, look at me. I've been crazy about you for two fucking years. Two years waiting for this moment. Tonight... tonight has been like a dream. And if you want it to be special, it will be. I swear.”

I smile, softly, and give him a kiss on the corner of his lips. Chaste. Perfect.

“Then let’s go up to the room,” I whisper. “But no rushing. I just… want to be with you. Hug you. Have you hold me. Talk. Have you kiss me slowly. The rest… will come when we’re both ready.”

Fran nods like a puppy being promised a giant bone.

“Whatever you want. Anything you want.”

We get out of the car. I discreetly pull up my thong, pull down my dress, run my fingers through my hair. He takes my hand as if we were a real couple. We walk toward the hotel elevator as if heading to our wedding night.

And as we ride up in silence, with his hand trembling slightly inside mine, I think:

“I just turned a guaranteed hookup into a declaration of eternal love.”

And I smile.

Because right now, Fran doesn’t just want to fuck me. He wants to worship me. And that, my dears, is worth much more than a quick screw in the back seat of a car, no matter how nice that car might be.

We ride up in the elevator in silence, but it’s a loaded silence, as if the air weighs more. Fran keeps glancing at me, as if afraid I might disappear. When the door to room 512 closes behind us, I’m enveloped by the smell of cleanliness, expensive sheets, and that soft luxury hotel lighting that makes everything more intimate. I look around. Everything is perfect, even the terrace has views of the beach.

He turns on just one floor lamp. The golden light falls on the enormous bed and on me. I stand in the center, my dress still perfect, heels still on, and my heart beating at full speed.

Fran takes off his tuxedo jacket, lets it fall onto the armchair. He approaches slowly, like someone approaching an animal that might run away.

“Come here,” he whispers.

He takes me by the waist and turns me around. His fingers find the invisible zipper of my dress. He lowers it centimeter by centimeter, with a slowness that makes my skin tingle. The dress opens like a flower. The cool air from the air conditioning kisses my bare back. I swallow. I’m nervous and expectant.

Then the good part begins…

Warm, large hands pull me close, and soon his moist lips begin to kiss me. He smells so good.

Then, he unties the knot of my dress, which slides down to my feet.

“You’re the sexiest girl I know,” he tells me.

He caresses me slowly and I truly feel his restrained desire. I feel his breath on my back, the brush of his tongue on my neck, on my shoulders. His hands know what they’re doing, they don’t hesitate. I like that.

I’m left in just a black lace thong and nothing else. The heels make me arch my back, they make my legs look endless. Fran turns me around again to see me from the front. His eyes travel over every inch as if he wanted to memorize me.

Suddenly he takes his phone out of his pocket.

“I want to take some photos of you,” he says, almost in a whisper. “Just for me. To immortalize this moment. You’re the most perfect girl I’ve ever seen in my life.”

I freeze.

“Are you fucking kidding me? Do you think I’m an idiot?”

“No, seriously,” he takes a step closer, phone in hand. “If you don’t like them, I’ll delete them. I swear on anything you want. But look at yourself. The light, your skin, that contrast of the black lace against the blue dress on the floor… it’s a masterpiece. And you want to be a model, right? A real model isn’t afraid of her own body.”

I bite my lip. He’s right. And he’s not. But the idea of him photographing me naked makes my pulse race in a dangerous way.

“Just a couple,” I finally say. “And if I start feeling uncomfortable, you stop. And if these photos ever get out, I’ll kill you. Promise me you won’t show them to anyone. Ever.”

“You have my word,” he responds, already raising his phone.

The side lighting draws soft shadows on my breasts, on the curve of my waist. The thong barely covers anything; the black strip disappears between my buttocks. I feel powerful.

“Perfect,” he whispers. “Now turn your body a little… yes, like that. Look over your shoulder.”

He gives directions with mastery. You can tell he’s used to working with photographers. He asks me to position my back slightly arched, with my hair falling in a cascade to one side. My breasts project forward, nipples hard from the cold and from excitement. Fran swallows.

“…now sit on the bed, with your legs crossed.”

I sit on the edge. I cross my legs slowly. I rest my hands behind me, pushing my chest forward.

“Like that, stay just like that... tilt your head back a little.”

For the next one, he wants my neck exposed, lips parted, and eyes half-closed. It looks like a magazine cover. I feel sexy, desired, untouchable yet completely exposed.

Fran moves closer.

“Take off your thong,” he whispers. “Just a little. I won’t ask you to spread your legs. I just... want to see all of you.”

I hesitate for a second. Then I slip my thumbs under the sides and slowly pull it down to mid-thigh. I’m almost naked now, wearing only my heels. The thong hangs like a broken promise. I’m thankful I waxed this morning.

“Now lie on your back... yes, like that. That’s it, arms above your head.”

I lie down. My hair spills across the white pillow. My breasts rise with each breath. My legs slightly parted, just enough to hint at what’s there without revealing everything.

Fran breathes heavily.

“Cup your breast with your hand... slowly.”

I obey. I take my left breast, squeeze it gently, run my thumb over the nipple. The sensation shoots through me like lightning. I moan involuntarily.

“Fuck, Nerea... another one. Now your other hand down your stomach... but don’t touch yourself there. Just to your navel.”

I lower my hand. My fingers brush the sensitive skin just above my pubic area. I bite my lip. I’m soaking wet. I know it. He knows it.

“Now turn over. Face down.”

I turn onto my stomach. I rest my cheek on the sheet, arch my back, lift my ass slightly. The heels make my legs look endless. The thong still half-down, accentuating the curve of my buttocks.

“Like that... stay like that. Open your legs a little.”

I open them just barely. Just enough for the light to cast a shadow between my thighs.

“Now look back, over your shoulder... yes, with that ‘come and get me’ face.”

I look. My eyes must be dark with desire, because Fran lets out a gasp.

“One more on your knees on the bed, with your back to me... but looking back.”

I get on my knees. I place my hands on the mattress, arch my back until my ass is raised high. I turn my head. My hair falls to one side like a blonde curtain.

“God... you’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

He approaches, puts the phone on the nightstand. He kneels behind me on the bed, not touching me yet.

“May I?” he asks, his voice trembling.

I nod. The photo session has turned me on.

His hands travel down my back, down to my buttocks, squeezing them gently. Then they move up again. He kisses my shoulder blade, my neck, my ear.

“These photos... I’ll never show them to anyone,” he whispers. “They’re just for me. Tonight, you’re just for me.”

I turn around, lie on my back again. I look into his eyes.

“Take one last one,” I whisper. “But this time I want both of us in it.”

I take the phone, switch it to selfie mode. I lie on my side, he lies behind me, his chest against my bare back. His hand wraps around my waist, resting just below my breast. My head resting on his arm. Our lips almost touching.

The photo is perfect: me naked except for the heels, him in his tuxedo, holding me like I’m the most precious thing in the world.

I lower the phone. I look at him.

“Now delete all of them except this one,” I say.

Fran smiles, obeys without argument. One by one, he deletes them until only the last one remains.

“I’ll keep it forever,” he whispers. “As proof that for one night, I was the luckiest guy on the planet.”

And then, finally, he kisses me.

This time there’s no rush.

This time it’s slow, deep, reverent.

And I, for the first time in a long time, feel exactly where I want to be.

He quickly runs his hand between my legs. He asks me to keep my heels on. He makes me lie on my back on the bed. My excitement builds and my breathing starts to quicken.

His hands begin to glide over my body, skillfully tracing my back, my neck, my sides... he tickles me. It’s obvious I’m not the first he’s slept with.

When he reaches my buttocks, he lingers there for a while. He touches my sex from underneath, caresses the inside of my thighs...

“Trust me. Let yourself go. Enjoy it. You’re going to like it.”

He starts licking my ear so well and for so long that I think I could come just from that alone. Then he nibbles on my neck.

“Harder,” I ask him.

He moves to my nape... It gives me shivers. Then he traces my spine very slowly with his wet tongue until he reaches my ass and slips his tongue between my cheeks. I jump in surprise and discomfort. I feel embarrassed... yet he seems perfectly accustomed to it; his tongue makes its way with extreme skill and I feel an intensely pleasurable sensation.

His tongue seeks out my pleasure point in front. The sensation is one of intense desire that feels familiar. I feel more and more aroused.

I’m so turned on that I feel my sex opening like a flower to receive him. At first he enters very slowly, very carefully, but since I don’t complain, his thrusts become deeper and deeper, and his cock makes its way inside me. It’s obvious that what I told him about my virginity has affected him, and he moves slowly, carefully controlling each movement to avoid hurting me. It worked.

It becomes more and more pleasurable.

“Do you like it?”

I nod silently, though I try not to be too loud.

I have to admit the guy fucks like an angel, although all this delicacy bothers me. I want something more. I want to explode, for my body to disintegrate with pleasure. I know I’m going to come, but tonight I want something more. I’m about to explode and finally I do, in a tremendous and violent orgasm, one of the most brutal I’ve had in my life, completely different from the rest. My body breaks into a thousand pieces inside and I hear and feel how he’s coming too.

I’m left trembling on the bed. I can barely move. It was a fucking amazing orgasm, though I know he can do better.

His hair is a little disheveled, he has an irresistible smile and a bad boy look, which is exactly what he is. I look at him with wide eyes and we laugh.

He asks me to wait a second, comes back with a bottle of chilled champagne and two glasses, like a true professional of seduction. We drink the bubbly while looking at the bay. I can’t believe this is happening to me.

However, we’re not done yet... Or at least I hope he wants more, because I’m dying for it. Even though I’ve shown Fran my most prudish side (the modest version, the one who blushes and says she’s a virgin), I’ve always known exactly what I want. And how to get it.

Fran believes he’s been the first to really touch me. That he broke something fragile and precious, though it’s not exactly like that. What he broke was just the illusion I wanted to sell him.

I smile. Because tonight I got exactly what I wanted: an incredible fuck, an implicit declaration of eternal adoration, and the door to Elite Sur opened a little wider.

And no one at school will ever know that the good girl who cries during movies and blushes when given compliments... is the same one who’s going to come many more times tonight screaming like crazy, because I still want more, and I’m going to get it.

Fran is lying on his back, arm over his eyes, still breathing heavily. I get up slowly and walk naked to the minibar. I know the effect I’ll have on him. I bend down to grab the champagne bottle; I know he’s watching me with desire. I stay there a second longer than necessary, feeling the cool air on my skin and knowing he’s looking.

I return to the bed with the bottle in hand. I sit on the edge, with my back to him, and take a very slow sip, letting a small drop escape from the corner of my lip and slide down my neck until it disappears between my breasts. I wipe it with the back of my hand, slowly, as if I were embarrassed.

“Are you thirsty?” he asks with a husky voice.

“A little...” I respond almost in a whisper, without turning around. “It’s just that... I’m nervous.”

I hug my knees, curled up like a little girl who doesn’t know what to do with her body. I bite my lip, release it, bite it again. I know he’s observing every movement.

“Nervous about what?” he sits up a bit, leaning on his elbows.

“Because... I don’t know... all this is new to me,” I lie with a trembling voice. “I’m not used to... being looked at like this. Being touched like this.”

I turn just slightly, enough for him to see my big, frightened eyes. Then I look forward again, as if I’m too embarrassed to hold his gaze for more than two seconds.

“Come here,” he says, more softly.

I hesitate. I stand up, take two steps toward him, but remain standing beside the bed, twisting the sheets between my fingers.

“I don’t know if... if I should,” I whisper. “I don’t want you to think I’m... you know.”

“Nerea, I would never think that about you.”

I move a little closer, until my knees touch the mattress. I stay there, still, with my head down, hair falling in front of my face. I let the silence hang heavy.

Then, very slowly, I sit on the edge again, but this time sideways, facing him. I rest one hand on the sheet, between us, as if I needed a barrier. With the other I hug myself, as if I were cold.

“I’m cold,” I lie.

Fran sits up completely. He sits beside me, puts an arm carefully around my shoulders, as if I were made of glass.

“Better?”

I nod. I rest my head on his chest, very timidly, and let my hand rest on his stomach, just above his penis. I don’t move. I just breathe against his skin, slowly, letting my breath tickle him.

A few seconds pass. I move my fingers a millimeter, brushing his glans. Then another millimeter. Then I stay still again, as if I’d changed my mind.

“Sorry...” I whisper. “I don’t know if I should touch you.”

“You can touch me all you want,” he says, his voice already deeper.

I raise my head, look at him with doe eyes.

“Really? Doesn’t it... bother you?”

“No, babe. I love it.”

I smile very sweetly, and lower my gaze again. This time my fingers venture a little further down, brushing cautiously. I feel him harden instantly. I pretend to be surprised.

“Oh... sorry,” I say, suddenly withdrawing my hand as if I’d touched something forbidden. “I wouldn’t want to...”

“It’s okay,” his voice already trembling. “You can continue.”

I hesitate. I bite my lip again, hard. Then, very slowly, I place my hand there again, but this time without moving it, just letting him feel the warmth of my palm.

“Is this okay?” I ask in a thread of a voice.

“Perfect.”

I move a little closer, until my breast brushes against his arm. I don’t say anything. I just breathe faster, as if I were truly nervous.

Then, very slowly, I climb onto the bed and straddle him, but without pressing down, just barely touching. I rest my hands on his chest, as if I needed support.

“Can I...?” I ask, with the voice of a little girl asking permission.

Fran no longer answers with words. He just moans.

And I, with the most innocent face in the world, start moving slowly, barely rocking, as if I didn’t quite know what I was doing.

But I know exactly what I’m doing.

And in less than ten seconds he’s already grabbed my hips and is fucking me as if his life depended on it.

The delicacy shatters in an instant.

Fran flips me over without warning, puts me face down on the rumpled sheets. His hand digs into my nape, pressing my face against the pillow. His other arm lifts my hips roughly until I’m on my knees, ass up, back arched to the limit.

He enters in a single thrust, without warning, without foreplay. The impact shakes me entirely, tears a muffled cry from me against the fabric. He doesn’t stop. He starts moving with a ferocious rhythm, deep, each thrust dry and brutal, as if he wanted to split me in half. The sound of his pelvis hitting against my buttocks echoes in the room, fast, constant, animal.

His fingers dig into my hips, marking my flesh. He pulls me backward each time he advances, forcing me to take him deeper, harder. The mattress creaks under our weight, the headboard hits the wall again and again.

I feel his hand moving up my back, tangling in my hair, pulling hard until I arch more. My neck is exposed, my throat open. His other hand moves down, wraps around my waist and digs between my legs. He finds my clitoris without mercy, presses it, rubs it in quick circles while he continues thrusting into me relentlessly.

Pleasure becomes pain, pain becomes pleasure, everything mixes in a wave that churns my insides. My legs tremble, my thighs open wider without me deciding to. I grab the sheets, twist them, bite them to keep from screaming too loudly.

He accelerates. The rhythm becomes savage, almost violent. Each thrust pushes me forward, pulls me back, shakes me. I feel him swelling inside me, approaching his limit. His breathing is a low, continuous, animal growl. The hand that was holding my hair moves to my throat, squeezes just enough for the air to scrape, for me to feel dizzy.

And then I explode.

The orgasm pierces through me like lightning, bends me, breaks me. I come so hard that I see blackness for a second, my muscles contracting around him uncontrollably. He groans one last time, drives himself to the hilt and empties inside me with a final brutal thrust that leaves me trembling.

He stays on top for a moment, heavy, panting. Then he pulls out slowly, turns me over like a broken doll and collapses beside me.

I’m destroyed, sweaty, with skin marked by his fingers, hair stuck to my face, breath ragged.

And yet, I smile against the pillow.

The air still smells of us: of salty sweat, his expensive cologne and the sweet scent of my skin. The floor lamp’s light is dim, golden. I’m lying on my side, my head resting on his bare chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart beneath my ear. His skin is smooth, warm, with that uniform tan only achieved through summers on yachts and expensive creams. His torso is defined, not like a bodybuilder, but like someone who goes to the gym three times a week, runs daily and eats whatever he wants because his metabolism forgives everything. A fine line of dark hair runs from his navel down to where the white sheet barely covers him, wrinkled around his hips.

My body is pressed against his, my legs intertwined with his long, muscular ones, with slightly bent knees. I feel the warmth of his thigh against mine, the curve of my hip brushing against his pelvis. My skin is still tingling, sensitive after what we’ve done; each touch sends small shocks through me that make me bite my lip. My chest rises and falls against his side, my nipples still hardened by the memory of his hands. The blue dress lies discarded on the floor like a shed skin, next to his black tuxedo and my lace thong. It has been a perfect night.

Fran runs a lazy finger down my back, tracing the curve of my spine from the nape of my neck to the base of my buttocks. It’s a light touch, almost distracted, but it makes me arch slightly, pressing myself closer to him. He tilts his head and kisses my forehead, his lips soft and warm against my damp skin.

“You’re thoughtful,” he murmurs, his voice husky from fatigue and satisfaction. “What are you thinking about, Nerea?”

I breathe deeply, feeling his warm breath in my hair. His hand moves a little lower, brushes the curve of my buttock and stays there, possessive yet tender. I lift my head to look at him: his brown eyes, half-closed, shine with that laziness that makes him even more handsome. His tousled hair, his jaw shadowed by a day’s stubble that scratches when he kisses my neck.

“I’m thinking about the future,” I say slowly, my voice a whisper in the stillness of the room. “I want to be a model, Fran. Really. It’s not just a whim, I don’t want photos for Carrefour catalogs. I want something big, runway shows, magazine covers, major advertising campaigns.”

He smiles crookedly, that smile that creates a dimple in his right cheek. His hand moves up my back again, his thumb caressing my shoulder blade.

“You already know,” he responds. “You’re beautiful. You have everything it takes. You’re tall, you have a perfect body...”

I prop myself up a bit, leaning on my elbow. The sheet slides down my chest, exposing a nipple that he glances at for a second before returning to my eyes. I extend my hand and trace the line of his collarbone with my nail, lightly, barely grazing him.

“You can help me,” I say, and my voice comes out more pleading than I intended. “Your mother... She’s the director of Elite Sur. It’s the biggest agency in Andalusia. If you talked to her...”

Fran sighs, but doesn’t stop smiling at me. He takes the hand that’s caressing him and kisses the palm, his lips moist and warm against my skin. Then he pulls me toward him, kisses my mouth slowly, with that languor that makes me melt. His tongue brushes mine for a second, softly, before pulling away.

“Of course I’ll talk to her,” he murmurs against my lips. “Right now she’s looking for young girls for a fashion show in Seville, and she’s always on the hunt for new talent.”

I stay still, my heart beating hard. He takes advantage to roll slightly, carefully positioning me underneath him. His weight presses me against the mattress, pleasant, solid. His hips against mine, his chest flattening my breasts. He kisses my neck, a moist kiss just below my ear that makes me close my eyes.

“Five Andalusian designers from the new generation are organizing a fashion show in one of the Expo pavilions,” he continues. I feel his hot breath against my skin. “It will be an important show, to promote Andalusian fashion. My mother needs new faces, fresh ones, with that Andalusian touch. You're perfect.”

I raise my hands and tangle them in his hair, pulling slightly so he lifts his head and looks at me. His eyes are dark, still dilated with desire. I kiss the corner of his mouth, and then his lower lip, nibbling it gently.

“Please, help me,” I plead with a husky voice. “Talk to her, please... Tell her I’m good, that I learn quickly, that...”

Fran interrupts me with a deeper kiss, his tongue entering my mouth with an urgency that makes me arch my back. His hands slide down my sides, brush against my ribs, stop at the curve of my hip and squeeze, digging his nails in slightly. I pull away, breathless.

“If I can’t help my girlfriend with her dream...” he says with a low laugh, “then what’s the point?”

I freeze for a second. He notices, because he props himself up a bit on his forearms, his chest still pressed against mine but his face inches away.

“Girlfriend?” I repeat, and the word sounds sweet in my mouth. “That sounds really good.”

Fran smiles, with that bad-boy smile that melts me. He lowers his head and kisses my neck again, this time more slowly, licking the skin right where my pulse beats strongly. His right hand moves up my thigh, brushing the inner side with his fingers, light as a feather, making my skin tingle.

“Of course girlfriend,” he murmurs against my collarbone. “What did you think you were? A graduation hookup?”

I laugh, but the sound turns into a moan when his hand positions itself between my legs, brushing the fold where my thigh meets my body. I lift my hips involuntarily, seeking more contact. He pulls away slightly, playfully, and kisses my left breast, his mouth open around the nipple and his tongue circling gently.

“You’re my girlfriend,” he says between kisses, moving down my sternum. “My beautiful girlfriend. My girlfriend who’s going to be a model because I’m going to do the impossible to make it happen.”

His hands slowly open my legs, his fingers strong but gentle on the inner side of my thighs. He kisses my navel. I feel his tongue dipping in for a second, and then lower, his hot breath against my sensitive skin. I close my eyes, feeling desire rising again, slow but unstoppable.

“Fran...” I whisper, tangling my fingers in his hair. “Will you really talk to her?”

He lifts his head, looks at me from below, his eyes dark and bright. His right hand brushes my sex, lightly, a touch that makes me gasp.

“Really,” he promises. “First thing tomorrow. I’ll tell her I’ve found the perfect girl. Young, beautiful. Who moves like a truly experienced model. Leave it to me.”

He kisses me down there, a soft kiss that makes me arch my back. His tongue emerges, brushes my clitoris for a second, and then pulls away, torturous.

“And if she doesn’t book you for the Seville fashion show, I’ll convince her for something else. There are fashion catalogs, which isn’t a bad way to start either.”

“I want to walk the runway...”

He kisses me again, this time more deeply, with his mouth open, and his tongue working slowly, in circles intertwining with mine. My hips move on their own, seeking more. He holds me with one hand on my hip, the other moves up to my breast, and he pinches my nipple between his fingers.

“Fran, please...” I beg.

He sits up, positions himself between my legs, his erection hard against my thigh. He kisses me on the mouth, deeply, sharing my own taste. Then he pulls away an inch.

“You’ll walk the runway. You’re my girlfriend,” he repeats, as if savoring the word. “My model girlfriend.”

And he enters slowly, inch by inch, filling me. We move slowly this time, as if we had all the time in the world. His caresses are gentle, his kisses endless. And in that moment, with his body covering mine, I believe anything is possible.
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November 2024

I open my eyes and the world is white again, cold, with that characteristic smell of disinfectant.

The beeping is slower than before, calmer. There are fewer tubes. The pain is there, but it’s a dull pain, wrapped in cotton, as if someone had turned down the volume of my body.

My mother is sitting to my right, wearing the same clothes as... days ago? Weeks? Her hair is dirty, pulled back in a low ponytail, and her eyes are swollen from crying and lack of sleep. She takes my hand instantly.

“Sweetheart... you’re awake now,” she whispers, her voice breaking. “They operated on your hip. Six hours ago. Everything went well, my love. They’ve reconstructed your pelvis. They had to use plates, screws... but they did it. They tell me recovery will be slow, but everything is going according to plan.”

I try to speak but only a moan comes out. She brings me a glass of water with a straw. I take a sip. It burns my throat.

“It’s going to be a long process,” she continues, stroking my hair. “Recovery will be very long, but you’ll walk again. I promise you.”

The door opens. An older man enters, wearing a white coat and with gray hair. He wears small, somewhat old-fashioned glasses. Next to him appears a face that seems familiar. It’s Mateo, but not the Mateo from school.

This Mateo also wears a white coat, and a badge with his name that identifies him as an orthopedic surgeon. His hair is shorter, he has dark circles under his eyes, and a badge on his chest that says Dr. Mateo Ríos – Traumatology. He looks tired, serious, adult. Ten years older than the last image I have of him.

He approaches slowly. My mother stands up to give him room.

“Hello, Nerea,” he says in a calm, professional voice, though I notice it trembles a little. “I’m the resident who was in your surgery. Doctor Herrero” – he points to the older man – “was the lead surgeon. Do you remember me?”

I look at him. I really look at him. And yes, I do remember.

I remember him in the schoolyard, with his messy hair and his oversized shirts. I remember how he used to look at me when I was talking with Eva and Andrea. I remember his shy smile when I returned his notes, or his furtive glances observing me from a distance.

But I don’t remember much else.

“What... what year is it?” I ask with a broken voice.

Mateo sits on the edge of the bed, careful not to move the leg support.

“2024. November.”

I freeze.

“The last thing I clearly remember... is the graduation party. We were eighteen. You... you came alone. I went with Fran.”

My mother stifles a sob. Mateo lowers his gaze for a second.

“More than ten years have passed, Nerea,” says Doctor Herrero gently. “The accident was twelve days ago. A side impact. The car was completely destroyed. You had a shattered pelvis, vertebral compression fractures, moderate traumatic brain injury... You were in a coma for nine days.”

I look at my body under the sheet. My right leg is in an enormous brace. I feel metal, bandages, the sensation that something inside me is welded together with white-hot metal.

“You’re going to need a specialized rehabilitation center,” Mateo continues. “At least six months, maybe more. You’ll need intensive reeducation, daily physical therapy, pool work to strengthen the whole area... But your spinal cord is intact. That’s what matters. You will walk again.”

Tears start falling without my permission. I don’t cry loudly; they just fall, hot and fast.

“I don’t remember anything,” I whisper. “I have images... like flashes. A blue dress. A red car. Disco lights. Someone screaming. But I don’t... I don’t know who I am now. I don’t know what I’ve done these past ten years. I don’t know if I have a partner, a job, if... if someone is waiting for me outside.”

Mateo takes my hand carefully. His hand is large, warm, steady.

“Don’t worry about that now,” he says. “The brain does strange things after a blow like this. It’s called partial retrograde amnesia. Little by little you’ll recover. It’s like a hard drive that’s been defragmented: the files are there, they just need to be reorganized.”

“What if I never remember?” I ask, my voice breaking completely.

“You will, believe me. You might mix past memories with new ones for a while. That will leave you somewhat disoriented, but you will remember,” he responds, and for the first time since he entered, he smiles a little. That same shy smile as always. “Step by step. The whole team will be here to help you.”

My mother cries silently on the other side. I look at Mateo and, for the first time since I woke up in this white hell, I feel something resembling hope.

—“Do you promise you won’t leave me alone?” I ask like a child.

—“I promise,” he says without hesitation. “You’re not alone, Nerea. You never have been.”

And although I barely remember anything about my life, although my body is in pain, although the future seems like an impossible mountain to climb, in this moment, with his hand in mine and his calm voice, I allow myself to believe him.

My mother goes very still, as if the air had frozen in her lungs.

—“Sweetheart...” she begins, her voice trembling. “Your last clear memories are from the graduation party... and you say you were dating Fran, right?”

I nod slowly. Even that gesture hurts.

—“Are we still together?” I ask in a thin voice. “Fran and I... are we still together?”

She presses her lips together. She looks at Mateo for a second, as if asking for help, then looks back at me. Her eyes fill with tears again.

—“No, my love. You’re not together anymore. That was a long time ago.”

I swallow hard. I feel a strange emptiness in my chest, as if an important part of my body were missing.

—“And... what happened?”

My mother sits closer, takes both my hands.

—“First... don’t you remember anything about what happened with the photos?”

—“What photos?” I ask, and my heart skips a beat.

She closes her eyes for a second, as if breathing hurt. She looks at Mateo, who gestures for her to continue.

—“Some photos... that were leaked. Weeks after graduation. Very intimate photos of you... with Fran. He always swore that someone took them from his phone and uploaded them to a WhatsApp group from high school. Then they reached social media. Everyone saw them. It was... it was very hard for you. It was hard for all of us at home. I don’t even want to remember it.”

I freeze. I don’t have a single image, not a flash, not a sensation. Nothing.

—“And my modeling career?” I ask, almost voiceless. “I always wanted to be a model... did I make it?”

My mother half-smiles, sadly.

—“Yes, sweetheart. You did. And quite successfully. For a while, you were on magazine covers, you walked runways in Madrid, in Barcelona... you even did a big campaign in Milan. But... your life has taken many turns, Nerea. So many. You’ve had very good times and very bad times. You’ve changed a lot. You’ve... you’ve been through very difficult things.”

Tears fall uncontrollably.

—“Mom... I don’t remember any of that. Not the photos, not the end of my relationship with Fran, not the fashion shows, not who I am now. I’m thirty-one years old and I feel like I’m eighteen and I’ve missed half my life.”

She hugs me carefully, avoiding moving the cables or the immobilized leg. She kisses my forehead over and over.

—“Shhh... it’s okay, my baby. We’re going to recover everything. Step by step. I’m going to help you. I’ll tell you everything you need to know, when you’re ready. You’re not alone, okay? You’ll never be alone in this.”

I look at Mateo, who is still standing by the bed, quiet, looking like he doesn’t know where to put himself.

—“Do you know everything too?” I ask him.

He nods slowly.

—“Some of it, yes. We were... we were almost friends. After high school, we stayed in touch occasionally. I know enough, though not everything. I might know some things your mother doesn’t, and there will be others she knows that I don’t, but between the two of us, we’ll help you.”

—“And was I a bad person?” I ask fearfully, remembering my night with Fran. “The Nerea of these past ten years... was she a bad person?”

My mother caresses my cheek.

—“No, sweetheart. Why would you say that? You were a survivor. You made tough decisions, sometimes you made big mistakes, other times you shined like no one else. But you were never bad. You just... tried to get ahead in a world where everything was achieved by elbowing your way through.”

I close my eyes. I feel lost in my own skin.

“Please,” I whisper. “Help me remember who I am. Even if it hurts. Even if I hate myself when you tell me. I need to know.”

My mother kisses my forehead again.

“I promise, my darling. Little by little. No rush. When you’re stronger. And I don’t think you need to worry about hating yourself. You weren’t a bad person.”

And although fear is eating me up inside, I cling to her hand as if it’s the only real thing I have left. Because right now I’m a blank page spanning ten years, and someone has to help me write it again.

June 2011

I arrive at the doors of Elite Sur at 7:55 in the morning, with my stomach in knots and my heart pounding out of control in my throat. The building is a renovated mansion in the center of Málaga, on a pedestrian street near downtown: an impeccable façade, black wrought iron balconies. The main door is solid wood with a bronze knocker that looks like it belongs in a Renaissance palace. A discreet silver sign with the agency’s logo—a stylized E intertwined with an S—announces that I’ve arrived at the right place. There are no flashy window displays or mannequins at the entrance; just contained elegance, as if luxury and glamour didn’t need neon lights to stand out.

I push the door and enter a spacious lobby, with black and white checkered marble flooring, walls painted in a soft pearl gray, and a high ceiling with restored moldings. There’s a matte steel reception desk, behind which a young woman, impeccable in a black suit, greets me with a professional smile. She’s gorgeous.

“Good morning. Nerea García? Mrs. Valenzuela is expecting you.”

I nod, trying not to show my nervousness. She points me to an old elevator with metal grating that goes up to the second floor. The journey is short, but it gives me time to check myself in the makeup compact mirror: I’m wearing a simple but fitted black dress, high heels that make my legs look nice, and my hair loose. I’ve chosen not to overdo the makeup, going for a subtle effect. My portfolio is under my arm, the same one I prepared so carefully, though I know it’s an amateur’s work.

The elevator opens directly onto a wide hallway with dark parquet flooring and walls covered with black and white framed photographs: iconic models from the agency on covers of Vogue España, Elle, Harper’s Bazaar. I recognize some faces: girls who left Andalusia and ended up in Paris or New York. There are photos from Madrid Fashion Week shows, campaigns for luxury brands, and a couple of portraits of Verónica herself in her modeling days, posing with famous designers. Everything breathes success, power, and calculated coldness.

At the end, double frosted glass doors with the name VERÓNICA VALENZUELA – DIRECTOR in silver letters. The secretary, a woman in her forties with a perfect bun and a perfectly tailored pearl gray suit, shows me in with a measured smile.

Verónica’s office is exactly what I imagined for a woman like her: large, bright thanks to two windows overlooking an inner courtyard with orange trees, but austere in its luxury. The walls are pristine white, except for one that’s dedicated to displaying more photographs: old magazine covers featuring herself in the eighties and nineties, with that haughty bearing she still maintains; photos of historic fashion shows in Seville, Madrid, Paris; and a couple of framed awards—one from the Andalusian Chamber of Commerce for her contribution to local fashion, another from an association of women entrepreneurs. There are no family photos. Nothing personal. Just professional success displayed like trophies.

The desk is a monumental piece of dark mahogany, with a glass surface protecting a black leather blotter. On top, perfect order: a large iMac with the screen turned off, a white cordless phone, a closed Moleskine planner, and a glass of water with a slice of lemon. Next to it, a neat stack of portfolios and polaroids of potential models. Behind it, an ergonomic Italian designer chair, upholstered in black leather.

The other walls have low shelves with fabric samples from collaborating designers, bound catalogs, and some fashion photography books—Helmut Newton, Peter Lindbergh, Irving Penn... A long dark gray velvet sofa and two matching armchairs form a meeting corner. On the coffee table, an arrangement of fresh, impeccable white orchids. The air smells of something expensive and discreet, perhaps her perfume mixed with a cool, elegant room fragrance.

And then I see her for the first time.

Verónica is standing by the window, with her back to me when I enter, speaking on the phone in a low, authoritative tone. She hangs up without saying goodbye, turns around and looks me up and down for a few seconds that feel like an eternity.

She’s a woman in her mid-forties who looks thirty-five thanks to what I assume is an iron discipline. She’s tall, slim, but with presence, with a body sculpted by years of work and extreme care. Her hair, jet black without a single gray strand, is styled in a perfect modern cut that brushes her jawline, with an impeccable side part. She has smooth skin, tanned just the right amount, subtle but expert makeup: smoky eyes in neutral tones that highlight her dark, penetrating eyes, lips in a discreet matte red.

She wears a perfectly cut black suit—probably an authentic Chanel—with a fitted jacket that accentuates a waist many thirty-year-olds would envy, and a pencil skirt that reaches her knees. Underneath, a white silk blouse with a high neck and a bow. Classic black pumps with medium heels. Minimal but expensive jewelry: large pearl earrings, a gold Cartier watch on her left wrist, and a solitaire diamond ring on her right. Everything about her screams controlled glamour, money, and class in abundance. But her expression is dry, almost glacial: She observes me with her cold eyes. The set of her face is severe, with tight lips and a slightly arched eyebrow, as if she were already evaluating me and finding me insufficient.

“Nerea...” she says, without smiling, extending her hand for a firm, brief handshake. “Sit down.”

Her voice is deep, with that elegant Andalusian accent that leaves no doubt about who’s in charge. She points to one of the armchairs in front of the desk. She sits in her leather throne, crosses her legs with innate elegance and stares at me. Despite being taller than her, I feel tiny. The fact that the armchair is lower than her desk chair contributes to this feeling.

“My son has spoken insistently about you. He’s very interested... He’s insisted that I give you an opportunity,” she continues, without preamble, interlacing her fingers on the glass desktop. “He says you have potential. Show me the portfolio you’ve brought.”

I hand her the envelope with slightly trembling hands. She opens it, flips through the photos with an impassive expression, pausing at some: the one with jeans, the beach one, the lingerie one. She raises an eyebrow at one where I’m wearing a red lingerie bodysuit.

“The photographs were taken by friends and amateur photographers. None are by a professional photographer,” I explain apologetically.

“That’s obvious,” she responds dryly. “You have curves,” she says finally, closing the portfolio. “That sells in commercial work, but complicates high fashion. The big houses want hangers, not women.”

The comment hurts, but I maintain my smile.

“Fran said there’s a fashion show in Seville...”

She nods, curtly.

“Yes. Five emerging Andalusian designers. I need new faces, preferably local girls with appeal. If you fit, I can give you a chance. But I promise nothing. There’s no favoritism here, not even on my son’s recommendation. You’ll do the tests like all the other girls.”

She stands up, walks to the window, her back to me. Her silhouette against the light is imposing.

“Look. Tomorrow at ten in Seville we’ll do some fitting tests. If you pass them, we’ll talk about a contract. If not... there are many other girls waiting, though I trust you’ll do well.”

She dismisses me with a wave of her hand, without looking at me.

I leave the office with trembling legs, and with considerably less hope than I had when I entered.

The early summer sun is already scorching despite the early hour, and the pedestrian street is beginning to fill with camera-toting tourists and locals heading to work. I feel dizzy, not sure if it’s from nerves or from the heat rising from the cobblestones.

And there’s my friend Eva, waiting for me exactly where we agreed: leaning against the opposite building’s facade, with a half-smoked cigarette between her fingers and large sunglasses covering half her face. She’s wearing a short white dress that shows off her figure. Her hair is pulled back in a messy ponytail and she has that slightly nonchalant expression with which she moves through life, as if everything around her were relative.

As soon as she sees me, she throws her cigarette to the ground, crushes it with her sandal and runs across the street. She hugs me tightly, almost lifting me off the ground. She smells of her usual perfume and tobacco.

“Girl! How did it go? Tell me everything, don’t keep me in suspense,” she says, pulling back slightly but still holding my arms.

I take a deep breath. The hug has calmed me a bit, but I still feel the chill of Verónica’s gaze on the back of my neck.

“It was... intense,” I begin, and my voice comes out shakier than I want it to. “Pretty rude, honestly. She looked at me like I was a piece of furniture that doesn’t match her living room. She told me I have too many curves for haute couture. That I’m more for commercial work than runway. But she gave me a test tomorrow at ten.”

Eva’s eyes widen and she hugs me again, this time jumping a little.

“That means yes, damn it! She gave you a chance! You’re going to make it, Nerea! I swear on everything I hold dear. You’re going to walk out of that test with a contract.”

I laugh, but it’s a nervous laugh, and not entirely happy. In fact, I feel tears fighting to come out.

“I don’t know, Eva. She was very curt. Very cold. She looked me up and down as if she was already deciding I wasn’t good enough. And when I told her Fran had recommended me, she raised an eyebrow as if to say: ‘right, the little friend my son is screwing.’”

Eva takes my hand and we start walking toward the plaza where we always sit to have a drink when we want to be undisturbed.

“Listen to me,” she says seriously, stopping abruptly and forcing me to look at her. “Having curves isn’t going to be an obstacle. On the contrary. High fashion is full of walking coat hangers, yes, but the real world wants real women. Swimwear brands, lingerie, jeans, perfumes... they all want girls like you. With breasts, with a butt, with the face of a woman who eats and fucks and lives. That’s you. You sell. Verónica knows it, that’s why she gave you the test.”

A smile of hope escapes me.

“Do you really think so?”

“Of course I do, you idiot,” she says, giving me a light tap on the arm. “I’m dying of envy, you know? Me with my barely five-foot-two height, dairy cow boobs, and my Rubens-painting hips... You have a body people want to touch. And a cover girl face. You’re going to go far, Nerea. Very far.”

We arrive at our usual café terrace. We sit at the corner table, the one in the shade. Eva orders two iced coffees and a couple of toast with tomato. I take out my phone to call Fran. I need to hear his voice.

It rings three times before he answers with that cheerful tone that melts me.

“Hey, Nerea. How did the interview with mom go?”

“Mom, he says. But she seems like Cruella de Vil...!” I think.

I tell him everything: Verónica’s coldness, the comment about excessive curves, tomorrow’s test, and my bad feelings. He stays quiet for a second.

“My mother called me right after you left,” he finally says. “She told me you weren’t exactly as I had described you. That she expected someone more... I don’t know, more ‘sophisticated.’ But that you have presence and she’ll give you the opportunity to do the test. That if you pass it, she might offer you something.”

My hopes, which had risen with Eva’s words, start to crumble again. I feel a lump in my throat.

“And if I don’t pass it?” I ask quietly.

Fran sighs on the other end.

“You will. You’re the best. And if not... I’ll do whatever it takes. I promise. I’ll talk to her again, show her more of your photos, tell her you’re exactly the image Elite Sur needs right now. I won’t let my girlfriend miss out on what she wants.”

I smile despite everything.

“Your mother was very cold with me, Fran. She looked at me like I was an intruder.”

He lets out a knowing laugh.

“My mother is cold with everyone. It’s just how she is. Don’t take it personally. She doesn’t show her emotions, but if she gave you the test, it’s because she saw something. Trust me.”

Eva, who has heard the entire conversation because I have the phone on speaker, winks at me and gives me a thumbs up.

“Besides,” Fran continues, “I’ll go with you to the test. I’ll wait for you outside. And when you come out, we’ll celebrate. Because you’re going to pass it, Nerea. I’m sure of it.”

I hang up with my heart feeling a bit more hopeful. Eva takes my hand across the table.

“You’re going to make it,” she repeats. “And when you’re on magazine covers, you’ll take me with you on your trips, right? I want to see the world too.”

We both laugh, and for a moment, under the Málaga sun with the iced coffee cooling my throat, I believe it. That I’m going to make it.

I arrive at the Expo pavilion at 9:45 in the morning, fifteen minutes before the scheduled time, with my heart pounding in my throat like an uncontrolled drum. The July sun is already burning the asphalt, and the air smells of dry heat mixed with the slight humidity from the nearby Guadalquivir River. The pavilion is one of those remaining buildings from Expo 92, a modern structure of concrete and glass with high ceilings and curved lines that seem taken from an architecture magazine. The main entrance is marked by an improvised but elegant sign: “New Andalusian Generation Fashion Show – Model Casting.” There’s a security guard at the door, a stocky man in his forties wearing a navy blue uniform and an earpiece, who asks for my name and checks a list before letting me in with a curt gesture: “At the end, room 3.”

Inside, the air conditioning hits me like a cold slap, a relief after the stifling heat outside. The hallway is wide, with gray linoleum floors that creak under my low heels—I chose comfortable ones for the trip, but I brought my high heels in a bag. The walls are covered with old posters of past events: concerts, trade shows, art exhibitions. I hear the echo of distant voices and the sound of many heels tapping on wooden platforms like a rain of nails.

I reach room 3 and push the double doors. The space is enormous, a former auditorium converted into a testing area: High ceilings with industrial spotlights hanging like metallic stars, a polished wooden platform that simulates an improvised runway—a straight line about thirty meters long marked with white adhesive tape—and at the back, a panel of full-length mirrors that reflect everything. These mirrors won’t be fooled by anyone. There are folding chairs stacked against the walls, and in the center, a clothing rack with hangers full of dresses, tops, skirts, and pants from the five designers: flowing fabrics in earth tones and Mediterranean blue, asymmetrical cuts, prints inspired by the Alhambra and modern flamenco.

And there are the models. They are my colleagues, but also my rivals. About fifteen or sixteen girls, all between eighteen and twenty-two years old, scattered around the room in different states of preparation. The first one I see is a tall, thin blonde like a reed, with straight hair down to her waist and cold blue eyes; she's wearing a black sports bra and gray leggings, and is stretching against the wall. She has one leg raised to her head as if it takes no effort at all. Next to her, a brunette with olive skin and pronounced curves like mine, but with a more Latin air: thick eyebrows, lips painted matte red, sitting on the floor with her knees bent, checking something on her phone. Another, a natural redhead with freckles sprinkled across her nose, laughs nervously with a companion while putting on twelve-centimeter stiletto heels that look like torture instruments. There's an Asian-Spanish girl, with delicate features and very short black hair, who walks back and forth practicing her walk: shoulders back, hips forward, gaze fixed straight ahead. They all wear comfortable but chic clothes: tight leggings, tank tops, athletic shoes that they'll soon change for impossible heels. Some chat quietly, others apply makeup in front of portable mirrors, and there's one lying on the floor with her eyes closed, doing breathing exercises to calm her nerves.

The nerves. God, the nerves are palpable, like static electricity crackling in the air just before a storm breaks. I feel them in my stomach, a knot that churns my insides and makes my palms sweat. The girls bite their nails, fix their hair over and over, walk in small circles like caged animals. One of them, a brunette with bangs, visibly trembles when she hears voices approaching down the hallway. It's a professional and tough environment: no loud laughter, no jokes or even comments; just quick glances of evaluation between us, measuring heights, curves, faces. Am I prettier? Taller? Thinner? The silence is broken only by the click of heels being tried on or the hum of a portable hair dryer someone is using to add volume to their hair.

And then Verónica appears. She arrives at 10:05, with that calculated delay that says her time is worth more than yours. She's dressed in tight black leggings that show off long, toned legs, as if she's come straight from a yoga class or the gym. On top she wears a light gray sports top with the front zipper partially open just enough to show a black lace bra, and an open light black jacket. High-heeled shoes—I think they're Prada—and her hair pulled back in a high ponytail that gives her a casual but authoritative air. A strange look, but convincing. She carries a tablet in her hand and has an earpiece in her right ear, speaking quietly to someone on the phone. Her presence immediately fills the room; the girls straighten up, a deep silence falls among them as they go on high alert.

Behind her come the runway assistants: three people who look like clones of efficiency. The first is a man of about thirty, obviously gay by his way of moving and dressing: black skinny pants, tight white t-shirt that shows off well-worked pectorals, short hair with blonde highlights and a leather bracelet on his wrist. He wears a seamstress's measuring tape around his neck and a kit of pins. His name is Raúl, as I hear Verónica call him; and he's in charge of making last-minute adjustments. The second is a dark-haired woman, dressed in black jeans and a white top, Converse sneakers; she carries a clipboard with lists and a walkie-talkie on her belt. She's the coordinator, the one who shouts names and times. The third is a young guy, with horn-rimmed glasses and messy hair, carrying a makeup box and a bag with shoes: the general assistant, the one who runs for everything.

Verónica hangs up the phone, stops in the center of the room and looks at all of us as if we were merchandise in a market.

“Welcome,” she says dryly, without preamble. “This is a test. Not a fashion show. Five designers, twenty looks. I need ten girls. If you don’t make the cut, I’m sorry, but you’ll be out. We’ll start with wardrobe changes. Raúl, please call the roll.”

The nerves explode. My stomach flips; I break into a cold sweat. Raúl calls us by our names, assigns us looks. I get the first one from a designer called Álvaro Ruiz: a long olive-green chiffon dress with an asymmetrical neckline and a side slit up to the thigh. I change behind an improvised screen in a corner, with other girls doing the same. The dressing area is chaotic: clothes flying, bras hastily removed, half-naked bodies reflected in the mirrors. One girl complains that the dress is tight across her chest; Raúl pins it with precision, murmuring “hang in there, beautiful.”

The heels are impossible: twelve centimeters of thin stiletto, minimal platforms, in colors that match the looks. Mine are gold, with straps that wrap around my ankles and make me feel like I’m walking on stilts. The first girl goes out on the runway: she’s the tall blonde who trips on the second step. Verónica, standing at the back with her arms crossed, glares at her.

“Shoulders back, hips forward. You’re not walking, you’re modeling. Again!”

The girl returns, red as a tomato, and tries again. Scolding after scolding: “Don’t look at the floor, look at the horizon!”, “Rhythm, rhythm, you’re not a turtle!”, “Smile, you look like you’re at a funeral!” To a brunette she says “lift your chest, don’t drag it.” Constant looks of disapproval: Verónica arches her eyebrows, sighs audibly, makes notes on her tablet with quick gestures. The assistants nod silently and look at each other. Raúl adjusts a hem here, a zipper there.

But then come the encouragements: to one who does well, Verónica says “better, that’s it.” To another, “you have presence, use it.” It’s a professional and tough environment: no applause, no coddling; just cold efficiency and comments that cut like knives.

My turn comes. My nerves are on edge. The shoes are hurting me. I have to wear twelve-centimeter heels. The dress brushes against my skin. I walk, feeling each gaze like a summary judgment.

We take a break. When the test resumes, nerves explode. My stomach lurches; I break into a cold sweat. Raúl calls us by our first and last names to assign us new looks. Now I'm given one by a fairly well-known designer who's the daughter of a bullfighter, and who's a regular on gossip shows for dating a soccer player. I have to wear an outfit with fringe that somewhat resembles a bullfighter's suit of lights. I change behind the improvised screen. The dress fits me perfectly. It's elegant and I feel it flatters my figure. The wardrobe change becomes absolute chaos. Verónica observes everything with an impatient expression, and at one point shakes her head.

We go back out to the runway, and the shouting and voices begin again.

“Shoulders back, hips forward. Confidence. Again!”

We go out again and again. More scolding and demands. I end up completely exhausted. My feet are swollen, and my back hurts terribly.

I take off the high heels that have left my feet raw and put on my comfortable sandals. Outside, the sun blinds me for a second. Fran is waiting for me just outside the door, leaning against his red sports car with his sunglasses on and a smile that tries to be reassuring. As soon as he sees me, he straightens up and crosses the distance in two strides. He hugs me with his strong arms around my waist. I feel his firm chest against mine.

“Hi sweetheart! How did it go? Are you finished?” he asks, hugging me tightly, ignoring that I’m sweaty with smeared makeup.

I hug him in silence, feeling tears stinging my eyes, but I hold them back. I cling to him a second longer than necessary, breathing in his scent to calm my nerves.

“It was... brutal,” I say, my voice trembling. “Verónica was hard on everyone. Scolding, glares, rushed wardrobe changes... But I think I did well. Now we have to wait for them to read the names of those selected.”

Fran takes my hand, intertwines his fingers with mine and squeezes gently.

“Relax. You’ll be in. I’m telling you.”

We stay there, standing under the sun, with other girls gradually coming out. Some laugh nervously, others have pale faces, red eyes. The atmosphere is a mixture of collective hope and fear. Fran puts an arm around my shoulders, kisses my temple.

“Whatever happens, I’m proud of you,” he murmurs.

Minutes later, Raúl comes out, with his feminine walk and the measuring tape around his neck. He’s holding a folder and has a neutral, professional expression. He stops at the entrance, clears his throat to get attention.

“Girls, please, silence,” he says in a clear voice. “I’m going to read the names of those selected for the fashion show. If you hear yours, congratulations. If not... thank you for coming and good luck.”

The group freezes. No one breathes. Sighs of relief are heard when he names the first one: the tall blonde who stumbled right at the beginning of the runway. She lets out a little scream and hugs her friend. Then another, who covers her mouth with her hand, her eyes filling with tears. They’re not going in alphabetical order; it’s random, which makes the wait pure agony.

Fran squeezes my hand harder. I look at the ground, counting my heartbeats. Name after name: Every time I hear a name that isn’t mine, I feel the ground sinking a little more.

And then:

“Nerea García.”

I hear it as if from far away. I blink. Fran shakes my arm, laughing.

“Nerea! You’re in, damn it!”

I feel dizzy, my legs give way. The world spins. I’m in. I’m in! Tears come on their own, hot, fast. Around me I see girls hugging, jumping, shouting with joy. Others with heads down, with vacant stares, silently gathering their bags. There are stifled sobs, hysterical laughter, girls walking away alone toward the parking lot with slumped shoulders. One of them, the brown-haired girl with bangs who was trembling earlier, covers her face and runs away.

Fran turns me toward him, takes my face in both hands and kisses me. A happy kiss, with tongue, not caring that we’re in the middle of the street. It tastes like victory, like future, like him.

“I told you,” he whispers against my lips. “My girlfriend will be a model.”

Raúl clears his throat again.

“Those selected, please come to the auxiliary room. Verónica will explain the conditions.”

We head as a group toward a smaller room next to the pavilion. The air conditioning is still freezing, but now I don’t care. I’m in. Verónica is sitting behind an improvised desk: a folding table with a laptop and neatly arranged papers. She’s wearing the same black leggings and top, but now without the jacket she had on at the beginning. She watches us enter with that dry, impassive expression.

“Sit down,” she orders, pointing to folding chairs arranged in a semicircle.

We sit, all ten chosen ones, still with adrenaline pumping. Some wipe away tears, others discreetly hug each other. Verónica opens a folder and begins to read mechanically, without looking any of us in the eye. She’s like an automaton without feelings.

“Those of you who have been selected are being offered an exclusive contract with Elite Sur for one year, renewable. Agency commissions of 20 percent on all jobs. Obligation to reside in Málaga or surrounding areas for the duration of the contract, except for work-related travel. Diet and exercise supervised by the agency's nutritionist. Prohibition of parallel work without express authorization. Mandatory castings when required. The New Andalusian Generation fashion show is the first commitment: daily rehearsals starting next week, schedule from 10 AM to 6 PM. I repeat, you will begin a diet supervised by our nutritionist effective immediately. If anyone fails to comply with any of these clauses, we are authorized to terminate immediately without right to compensation.”

She reads everything in a monotonous voice, as if reciting the terms for an appliance. At the end, she looks up for the first time.

“If you agree, we'll give you a copy to sign with your legal representatives if you're minors. If you don't agree... well, the door is always open. We don't force anyone to stay with us.”

Nobody says anything. We all nod, some with our heads, others murmuring a yes. Verónica gestures to Raúl, who distributes the copies.

We leave with the contract in hand, dizzy with emotion and fear. Fran waits for me outside, hugs me again, kisses my neck.

December 2024

The journey to the rehabilitation center is a blur of gray streets and low clouds threatening rain. I leave the hospital in an ambulance, lying on a stretcher that vibrates with every bump, as if the asphalt wanted to remind me how broken my body is. My mother sits beside me, holding my hand tightly. There are no sirens, just the constant hum of the engine and the occasional beep from some monitor still attached to my chest. Mateo isn't coming; he told me he'd see me there, that he would take care of coordinating my admission. “It's going to be your new home for a while,” he whispered before leaving, with that smile of his that now seems more professional than shy.

The pain in my hip is a constant fire, dulled by painkillers, but every curve draws a moan from me. I try not to cry, but tears escape on their own. Who am I now? The eighteen-year-old Nerea who danced at parties and dreamed of runways, or this thirty-one-year-old version who doesn't remember a single fashion show, or the betrayals, or my loves? Mom has told me pieces: the leaked photos that sank me at first, but then drove me to fight for my modeling career. “You became strong,” she says. “You traveled, you shined... but you also fell many times.” I want to believe her, but my mind is a puzzle with missing pieces.

We arrive at the center after an hour that feels eternal. The building is modern, made of glass and white concrete, surrounded by manicured gardens and an artificial lake that reflects the leaden sky. “San Lorenzo Comprehensive Rehabilitation Center,” reads the sign. It sounds like packaged hope, but for me it's a prison with beautiful views. The ambulance stops at the main entrance, and two nurses help transfer me to a wheelchair. The sharp pain in my hip intensifies. The cold December air hits my face; I'm wearing loose sweatpants and a blanket over my legs, but I feel as if I'm naked in front of the world.


My mother pushes the chair as we enter. The lobby is spacious, with polished marble floors and plants in enormous pots. There's a clean smell, a touch of humanity and a medicinal scent that turns my stomach. A receptionist in a blue uniform smiles at us from behind a counter. “Welcome, Nerea. Dr. Ríos has already notified us.”

Mateo had told me he was one of the doctors who collaborated with the San Lorenzo Center. A specialist in traumatology and rehabilitation. Shy Mateo, the invisible one, had built a complete life, while I... what had I done? Maybe I had become a star in the fashion world, but I don't remember anything.


They guide us down a bright hallway to a waiting room. There are abstract paintings on the walls, as if art could heal broken bones. Mateo appears in the doorway, with his immaculate white coat and a folder in his hand. He looks at me with that warmth I remember from adolescence, but now there's something more: professionalism, distance. “How was the trip?” he asks, kneeling to be at my level. I tell him it was fine, lying. He knows I'm lying; but he doesn't say anything.

They explain the plan: minimum six months' stay. Daily physiotherapy, pool sessions to strengthen my legs, occupational therapy to relearn basic functional movements. “Your pelvis is reconstructed with titanium plates,” says Mateo, showing a 3D model on a tablet. “The vertebrae have been stabilized, but we need to work on the musculature to prevent atrophy.” My mother nods, taking notes so she doesn't forget anything. I look at the model: it looks like a medieval armor inside me. “Will I walk soon?” I ask in a small voice. Mateo hesitates for a second. “Not soon. But yes. With crutches at first, then on your own. Step by step, Nerea.”

They take me to my room: private, thanks to the insurance that, apparently, I have from my modeling days. It's simple, with an adjustable bed, an adapted bathroom, and a window overlooking the garden. There's a bouquet of flowers on the bedside table: “From the team,” says the nurse who helps me get settled. My mother unpacks a suitcase with my clothes: soft, loose pajamas, books I don't remember having read, a framed photo of the two of us on a beach. “When was this?” I ask. “Three years ago, in Tarifa. We had a great time that day.” Tarifa. The name evokes sun and salt, but nothing more.

When my mother goes home to rest, I'm left alone with Mateo. He sits in the chair next to the bed. “If you need to talk... about anything. About the missing memories, or about how things were before... I'm here.” I tell him I feel like an impostor in my own life. He smiles kindly. “We all change. You more than most, but the essence is still there.” He promises daily visits, not just as a doctor. He has to leave to make some pending visits, he tells me he'll stop by to say goodbye before he leaves.

Night falls quickly. From my bed, I stare at the white ceiling, just like in the hospital. The pain throbs in my hip like a distant drum. It’s bearable but constant. I close my eyes and search in the darkness: Once again, flashes appear of disco lights, the blue dress. Fran dressed in a tuxedo. I see hands on my skin, the sensation of lying naked beside him. Who was that Nerea? What happened to that life? Tomorrow rehabilitation begins: exercises that will hurt me in order to heal me.

Almost at ten o’clock at night, Mateo enters the room with several medical charts under his arm. I feel a certain discomfort at his presence and my heart beats faster than I’d like to admit. I had asked him to be the one to help me start remembering, and I didn’t know if that would be a gift or a curse for both him and me.

He looks at me with those eyes that were still the same: large, sincere, capable of disarming anyone. He still has that somewhat melancholy gaze, but now it conveys a different kind of confidence.

“Mateo... I did talk to you in high school, right?” I suddenly say, as if I’d just found a way to break the ice. “We weren’t... complete strangers.”

I smile involuntarily, with a certain insecurity. It’s the first time in ten years that we’ve seen each other, and I really don’t know quite what to say.

“Yes, you talked to me,” he responds, sitting in the chair next to the bed. “But only when you needed something.”

The answer isn’t harsh, but it leaves me confused. He quickly hurries to explain before I could feel attacked.

“Look, high school was a very clear ecosystem. There was the popular group: you, Eva, Andrea, sometimes Mona... and then there was the rest of us. The invisibles. Those who filled the front rows, who got straight As, who lent out our notes. I was the king of notes, Nerea. The official generator of color-coded summaries, comparative tables, and perfect outlines. When there was a Physics, Math, or Biology exam, suddenly I existed. You would appear with that smile of yours, sit on the edge of my desk and say: ‘Mateo, honey, can I borrow your notes from last week?’ And I, like the idiot I was, would happily give them to you.”

He pauses. I stare at him without blinking. He’s not lying, though it’s not pleasant to hear.

“But by Friday afternoon,” he continues, “the world would go back to normal. Eva would send the WhatsApp group message with the plan: ‘Meeting at the park at nine, then to Lemmon.’ And my phone never rang. Not one message. Not one mention. Not even a ‘thanks for the notes, Mateo, want to come?’ Nothing. I would stay home reading or watching some movie, and you all would go out to party all night. It was as if on Monday morning you’d rediscover that I existed, and by Friday afternoon I’d be erased from the map again.”

I lower my gaze, ashamed.

“I don’t remember that,” I whisper. “I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to be sorry,” he says quickly. “That’s just how it was. Period. We weren’t enemies, we weren’t even bad classmates. We simply lived in separate compartments. You had your kingdom and I had mine. Mine was smaller and smelled like Stabilo markers, but it was mine.”

He tries to joke, but I know there’s an undercurrent of resentment.

“I never invited you to anything? Ever?”

“Once,” he answers, and I notice his voice gets a little hoarse. “It was before Christmas. You said: ‘Hey, Mateo, there’s a party at my house on Saturday, if you want to come...’ And I, who had been waiting for a sentence like that for months, got so nervous that I stammered something about having a family birthday. A lie. I stayed home watching The Lord of the Rings for the umpteenth time. I think that was the only time you invited me.”

I cover my face with my good hand.

“I think I know what you’re talking about. I knew you were there, but I didn’t really care what you might think or feel. I’m sorry for being cruel.”

“You weren’t cruel,” he says. “You were a seventeen-year-old girl living in your golden bubble. I was the weird kid who only spoke during exams and wore oversized plaid shirts. I didn’t fit in. And you weren’t obligated to make me fit in.”

I stay quiet for a while. Then I look up.

“And now... you’re here helping me...”

“I was always here, Nerea. Only now you see me. Now forget about all that, and tell me where you want me to start. What are your first memories?”

I take a deep breath. The pain in my hip throbs, but curiosity, fear, and the need to remember throb even stronger.

“Everything,” I say. “From the graduation dance onward, everything becomes blurry in my memory.”

He nods, as if he was expecting it.

“Okay. Let’s start with that night.”

And he begins to speak.

	— 	“After the ceremonies at school, with the teachers and the mass, we went to the Hotel Catalonia, which is where we had reserved dinner and the party afterward. I arrived at the hotel alone. Dressed in my father’s suit, with a horrible tie. I felt ridiculous, but also a little brave. I had been chosen to give the student speech, because I had the highest grade point average in the class, and I was the class nerd, not because anyone wanted to hear me speak. I spent a week rehearsing in front of the mirror. During the ceremony, it was my turn to go up to the podium. I remember that while I was talking about the ‘bright future’ and ‘dreams to fulfill,’ I couldn’t stop looking at you. You were in the third row, sitting between Eva and Fran, and every time you laughed, you rested your head on his shoulder. When I finished the speech, there was polite applause, but you clapped louder than anyone and gave me a genuine smile. It was the only time that night I felt someone truly saw me. You won’t believe it, but I still clearly remember that moment.”


	— 	“When I entered the hotel ballroom, it looked like a high-fashion store had exploded. The girls... you all looked beautiful. Eva wore a metallic silver dress. Andrea was in blood red, I remember her skin-tight dress, with a neckline down to her navel and a side slit that almost reached her hip; when she sat down you could see everything. And then there was you... You entered on Fran’s arm, and the entire room went silent for a second. You were wearing a princess dress. Fran was in a black tuxedo, but everyone was looking only at you.”





	— 	“We had reserved the entire top floor of the hotel. There was everything. Disco lights, artificial smoke, open bar...”


	— 	“Like at all those parties, when the parents and teachers left, the chaos began. I remember Eva spent the night dancing on tables. At one point, she climbed onto Gus’s shoulders and you could see everything. Andrea disappeared with a guy from another school and came back two hours later with messy hair and smudged lipstick. Mona spent half the night crying in the bathroom because she was completely wasted...”


	— 	“You danced. A lot. First with Eva and Andrea, the three of you forming a trio that made everyone raise their phones. At one point I saw you dancing alone in the center of the dance floor, with your eyes closed, your dress moving around you, and I thought you were the most beautiful thing I had ever seen in my life. Afterward, Fran claimed you for himself... and I don’t remember seeing you again. By that time, couples started disappearing. I remember seeing Fran taking your hand and leading you toward the elevators. You were laughing, with flushed cheeks and slightly disheveled hair. I didn’t see you again until the next day.”


	— 	“I stayed until the end, picking up empty glasses and helping a classmate who had drunk too much. At six in the morning, when the sun was starting to rise, I sat on the hotel steps with my wrinkled suit and no tie. That was my graduation night.”





Mateo falls silent. My mouth is dry.

— “I remember that part. Everything becomes blurry after that.”



He sighs, looking at me with something that seems like both pity and affection.

	— 	“After that came the leaked photos, Nerea. Do you really not remember?”


	— 	No. I remember that night Fran wanted to photograph me. He said if I wanted to be a model, I shouldn’t be afraid to show my body. I had been drinking, and I thought he was right. I let him take some risqué photos. But he deleted them. I saw him do it.


	— 	Well, either he didn’t delete them or someone recovered them somehow. He always denied it. The police even got involved. It was a scandal. I remember it like it was yesterday. Shortly after that happened, you disappeared. I stopped seeing you... until you started appearing on billboards and in advertisements. But I don’t have much information about that part of your life. I suppose your parents would be the ones who could help you remember that time. Or maybe some of your friends.


	— 	Am I still in touch with any of them? I just can’t remember – I say, completely frustrated.


	— 	I have no idea. I lost track of them. I haven’t seen them since. I moved to Madrid to study, and I broke ties with that part of my life.


	— 	I’ll ask my mother tomorrow...


	— 	Yes. And now rest. Your rehabilitation starts tomorrow.





He says goodbye with a kiss on my cheek and I barely whisper a “thank you for everything.” He leaves the room and I close my eyes. Gradually I sink into a restless sleep.

July 2011

After weeks of exhausting rehearsals, the night of the fashion show arrives like a dream or perhaps a nightmare. The Expo pavilion has been completely transformed for the event. The particleboard runway from the day of the trials is now an elevated structure of polished black wood, long and narrow, flanked by rows of spotlights that change color according to the rhythm of the music. At the back, an immense silk curtain with the logo of the five emerging designers —Álvaro Ruiz, María del Mar, Juanjo de la Riva, Lola Casal and Ricardo Trapiello. The new talents of Andalusian fashion— projected in green and white lights that evoke the Andalusian flag. The walls are covered with black panels with geometric patterns inspired by Sevillian tiles, and from the high ceiling hang translucent fabrics that diffuse the light like a veil of mist. The floor around the runway is covered with red and white rose petals, a romantic touch that contrasts with the modernity of the space.

The audience is a sea of Andalusian glamour mixed with national celebrities. In the front row I spot some famous bullfighters like Morante de la Puebla, with his impeccable black suit and that serene presence that only the bullring gives; next to him, Enrique Ponce, more relaxed accompanied by his elegant and very famous wife. Soccer players from Sevilla and Betis share a row: Jesús Navas, with his wife beside him, smiling nervously; Sergio Canales, elegant in a pearl gray suit; and Joaquín, the eternal Betis captain, who keeps joking with those next to him. Actresses like Paz Vega, radiant in a red dress by one of the designers, and Antonio Banderas himself, discreet but impossible to ignore, with a young brunette by his side chatting animatedly. Local influencers, journalists from Vogue España and Elle, and the odd regional politician complete the scene. The camera flashes don’t stop; the event has been announced with great fanfare on social media since hours before.

The music starts with Navajita Plateá in the background: a remix version of “Malamente” with modern flamenco touches, electronic handclaps and distorted Spanish guitar that makes the floor vibrate. Then it transitions to “Di mi nombre” in an orchestral version with flamenco cajón, perfect for the rhythm of the runway. The sound is immersive, loud but not deafening, and will set the tempo for our steps.

Backstage, everything is organized chaos. The makeup is the work of a team led by a famous makeup artist brought in from Madrid. They apply makeup to all of us following the same pattern. The designers have agreed even on that. They apply a luminous foundation with a glow effect, emphasizing certain tones to highlight the cheekbones. They paint our eyes smoky in copper and gold tones that evoke the Sevillian sunset, exaggerated eyeliner and long false eyelashes. Lips in passionate red. The hairstyles are varied, but with a common Andalusian thread: some of us wear low, undone buns with red flowers pinned in, others loose hair with marked waves, and a few high updos with decorative combs. I’m one of those wearing a decorative comb. Raúl warns me that it’s a tortoiseshell piece. He explains that, in the past, these combs were made from the shells of hawksbill turtles, mother-of-pearl, bull horn, etc. This made them valuable works of art, but difficult to wear, and very fragile. As if I wasn’t nervous enough already, and now this responsibility...

Veronica is as tense as a guitar string. She walks back and forth with her tablet in hand, her perfect bun without a hair out of place, dressed in an impeccable black pantsuit and high heels that tap like a machine gun. She whispers orders to the assistants: “Look 8 comes after 7, not 6! Don’t mess it up again!”, “Warmer lights for Alvaro’s transition!” Her face is a mask of concentration; lips pressed tight, eyebrow permanently arched. It’s clear this show is her personal bet on the new Andalusian generation, and any mistake would be a public failure.

Raúl, the head assistant, is our guardian angel. He runs from one side to the other adjusting hems with pins, placing accessories, encouraging us with his high-pitched voice and inexhaustible energy. “Breathe, queen!” he tells me while adjusting my hair comb. “You’re third out. Don’t lose the rhythm, love. Walk like the world belongs to you, because it does.” To another girl he whispers, “hips, hips, move them like you’re getting paid for it.” Demanding, but affectionate. He’s the glue that keeps the calm in the chaos of the final minutes.

The designers are nervous but excited. Álvaro Ruiz, the youngest, with his hipster beard and black t-shirt, thanks each of us before we go out: “You are my muses, thank you for bringing this to life.” María del Mar, with her short platinum-dyed hair, hugs us and says, “you’ve captured exactly the essence, I’m so moved.” Comments fly around: “That slit looks perfect on you,” “The neckline highlights exactly what I wanted,” “Walk slower on the turn, let the fabric flow, that’s the key to that dress...”

I’m in the third block group, wearing one of Álvaro’s looks. I’m in a long black dress with strategic sheer panels on the sides and an open back down to the waist. My nerves are eating me alive, but when Raúl gives me one last adjustment and whispers “own that runway, gorgeous,” I feel like I can handle anything.

The music rises, the lights dim, and the show begins. The music kicks off powerfully as the first model steps onto the runway. It’s a modern version of a Chiquetete song, but electronically updated. I take a breath. It’s my moment. The rhythm is hypnotic: the handclaps set the perfect tempo for the models’ walk, that slow and powerful sway that makes fabrics float and hips move as if dancing on their own. When the first block ends, the music changes to “Di mi nombre” in an orchestral version with flamenco box drum and distorted Spanish guitar, more sensual, darker, perfect for the evening dress looks with their transparencies and asymmetrical cuts. The audience shifts in their seats, some clapping to the rhythm, and the LED lights on the runway change from intense red to electric blue, synchronized with the music.

I perceive everything as a whirlwind of sensations. The outfit changes are quick, almost brutal. Raúl and the other assistants push us, turn us, zip us up and adjust our garments in seconds. “Fifteen seconds, girls!” shouts the coordinator with the walkie-talkie in hand. I pull off the dress in one motion—the gauze catches on my heel and I almost fall—and slip into the next one: a high-waisted black pants and top ensemble with gold embroidery inspired by Manila shawls. Raúl sticks two pins in the waist to adjust it better, “Take a deep breath, don’t move!” Makeup is quickly retouched: a bit more shine on the cheekbones, a touch of red on the lips. The hairstyle stays, but they put a red flower behind my ear to enhance the flamenco touch.

I step onto the runway with my heart racing. The music now is “Bulería,” a rhythm that invites stronger hip movements. I walk, feeling the hot spotlights on my skin, the camera flashes like exploding stars. The audience applauds when I turn at the end of the runway, the fabric floating as if they were wings. I see Fran in the back, in the front row next to his mother. He looks handsome in a fitted navy blue suit, no tie, but with an elegant and youthful bearing. I watch him smiling proudly. He winks at me discreetly, and I feel my legs weaken for a second from pure emotion.

Veronica stands at the side of the runway, arms crossed, her face a mask of concentration. She doesn’t applaud, doesn’t smile; she just observes every step, every gesture, with that gaze that cuts like a scalpel. When a model hesitates for a second during a turn, I see her press her lips and note something on her tablet. Raúl, from behind, encourages us with frantic whispers: “Smile, queen!”, “Hips, hips!”, “Pierce them with your gaze!”

The third block begins with more intense music: a modern flamenco version of something by Raphael with electric guitar and accelerated handclaps. The looks are the most daring: short dresses with asymmetrical ruffles, tops with deep necklines, skirts with slits up to the hip. The changes are even faster; barely twenty seconds between exits.

And then it happens. One of the models, the tall blonde who opened the show, comes out in a passionate red dress with ruffles and sheer panels. She walks perfectly for the first few meters, but suddenly, in the center of the runway, she staggers. I see her from behind: She makes the turn, and when I see her face, I notice she’s terribly pale, her eyes glassy, her legs failing. She tries to continue, but doubles over and falls to her knees with a dull thud that can be heard even over the music. The audience lets out a collective gasp. The lights freeze in red, the music automatically lowers in volume.

Raúl and the coordinator run to the runway, lifting her carefully amid nervous applause from the audience. Veronica herself comes out, with firm steps, and helps carry her backstage. The girl is conscious but dizzy, pale as paper. “Hypoglycemia,” someone murmurs. “She hasn’t eaten anything all day.” They sit her in a chair, give her water with sugar and a banana. She cries, embarrassed: “I’m sorry, I’m sorry...”

Verónica, for the first time, loses her composure a bit. She looks at all of us with fiery eyes.

—This cannot happen again —she says dryly, but with a tremor in her voice—. The show continues. Faster changes. Come on. Move! You’re now one model short. The first one will wear the dress that was meant for her. Raúl, take care of it...

The chaos intensifies. The assistants push us, dress us in a hurry, adjust our heels and accessories in half the time. “No breaks, girls!” shouts Raúl. “The show must go on!” We go out one after another without respite, the music volume increasing to cover up the incident: now it’s Navajita Plateá.

I go out in the next look: a short black dress with red ruffles and a plunging neckline. The heels are even higher, thirteen centimeters, and in the rush I almost trip getting onto the runway. I walk quickly, the music setting a frantic rhythm, the audience clapping louder as if trying to forget the fainting incident. I see Fran at the back, concerned, but encouraging me with his gaze. Verónica, standing at the side, shouts at us in a low voice: “Under no circumstances look at the television cameras! Look straight ahead!”

And then I hear it from Raúl, who’s adjusting my dress before I go out: “The fashion show will be broadcast on a fashion program on La 1. All of Spain will see us.”

—Television? – I whisper while changing my shoes.

I nearly fall flat on my backside. I freeze for a second, my heart stopping in my chest. Seriously? On La 1? Nobody had told me anything. Not Fran, not Verónica, not the assistants. I feel my legs trembling, the world tilting. All of Spain will see if I fall, if I trip, if I fail. But there’s no time to think. Raúl gently pushes me: “Go out, queen! Let’s go!”

I go out. The music plays, the lights blind me, the audience applauds. I walk, feeling each step as if I’m walking on glass. I don’t look at the cameras, as Verónica ordered. I look straight ahead, to the back, where Fran smiles at me proudly.

And I keep going.

Almost like a relief from so much tension, the end of the show arrives like an explosion of light and sound. The music rises to its climax. All ten models, including the one who fainted, come out together for the grand final walk, lined up in formation, with me in the center wearing a long passion-red dress with asymmetrical ruffles. I can’t feel my feet.

We walk to the end of the runway, turn as a block, and return to the center. The audience stands up: deafening applause, camera flashes like a storm, shouts of “bravo!” and again, thunderous applause. At the end, the five designers come onto the stage, take our hands and raise our arms as if we were bullfighters about to exit through the main gate. Álvaro squeezes my hand tightly, his eyes shining with emotion. María del Mar openly cries.

We leave the runway amid unending applause. Behind the curtain, everything is contained euphoria: hugs, tears, nervous laughter. Raúl kisses us all on the cheek, “you’ve slayed the runway, queens!” Verónica, for the first time, sketches something resembling a smile, though she remains tense, giving orders for the closing. “Well done,” she says dryly, but her eyes shine for a second.

Afterward, the models are invited to the VIP area to have a drink with the guests. The pavilion has been converted into an elegant cocktail reception: high tables with white tablecloths, waiters with trays of cava and Iberian ham, now softer background music. The lighting is soft, with spotlights illuminating the key pieces from the designers displayed on mannequins around the room.

I quickly change into a simple black dress that I brought for the occasion, more comfortable heels, and go out to the hall. The atmosphere is pure glamour: bullfighters chatting with soccer players, actresses posing for photos, journalists with notepads. I look for Fran and find him next to a high bar, talking animatedly with a girl I recognize instantly: Carlota Domecq, the daughter of a Sevillian businessman famous for his luxury hotels and descendant of the renowned family. She’s gorgeous: tall, thin like a haute couture model, straight blonde hair down to her shoulders. She wears a fitted white dress that shows off her perfect figure, without a curve too many. She has that cold, aristocratic beauty, with blue eyes and thin lips painted pale pink.

Verónica is beside her, unusually friendly: smiling, touching Carlota’s arm with familiarity, introducing her to people. When I approach, Fran sees me and puts his arm around my waist, gives me a quick kiss on the lips —too quick, almost perfunctory—. “Congratulations, gorgeous,” he says, but his voice sounds distracted.

Carlota looks me up and down with an unfriendly smile, arching a perfect eyebrow. Verónica also drills me with her gaze, her usual coldness now with a touch of disdain. “Nerea,” she says dryly, nothing more. Carlota adds a “congratulations” that sounds like poison diluted in syrup.

I feel out of place for a second, as if I’d interrupted something. But then several celebrities approach me and the attention shifts. “How great you were, girl! You reminded me of my wife when she used to model.” He hugs me tightly, smelling of expensive cologne and victory. Then Paz Vega, radiant: “You have presence, beautiful. Very good show.” She kisses me on both cheeks, her floral perfume enveloping me. Even Paloma Cuevas shakes my hand and whispers a compliment.

I feel like I'm on a cloud, surrounded by flashes and congratulations. But after a while, all the models end up together in a corner, separate from the rest. We're exhausted: our feet are destroyed, makeup smudged, bodies aching from the high heels and quick changes. We sit on a long sofa, ask for water, and collapse against each other. Lucía, the girl who fainted, still has red eyes from all her crying; they bring her a plate of fruit and she devours it as if she hadn't eaten for days. Carla takes off her heels and massages her feet with moans of relief. Marta laughs hysterically from the accumulated adrenaline.

We talk in low voices, as if in a bubble. “Damn, I almost fell during one of the turns,” says one. “I sweated so much I thought the dress would stick to me forever,” responds another. We laugh, hug each other, sharing both the high and the crash at the same time. We’re ten strangers who a few weeks ago were looking at each other competitively and now feel like sisters in battle.

I glance at Fran from time to time: he’s still talking with Carlota and Verónica, who now laughs with a familiarity she’s never shown me. I feel a pang of something unpleasant, but I push it away. I don’t want anything to cloud this night.

The models stay together until the event ends. We say goodbye with hugs, promising to meet up, though we know we might not. I finally leave exhausted, but floating on a cloud.

	It hurts. It hurts a lot. 


December 2024

The day begins at seven in the morning, when the hallway light filters through the crack in the door and the medication cart can be heard rolling down the corridor. Five minutes later Laura enters, the nursing assistant assigned to my morning shift. She’s petite, with lively eyes and a sing-song voice that seems incapable of anger. Her hair is pulled back in a high ponytail and she smells of lavender soap. Everyone at the San Lorenzo Center seems to smell of that soap.

“Good morning, queen,” she says while opening the blinds abruptly. The winter light, cold and white, floods the room. “Today we’re having an early shower so we can all be relaxed later.”

She raises my bed with the electric control until I’m sitting up. The movement draws a groan from me; my hip protests with a dull stab of pain. Laura puts her arm around my back and, with the skill of years of experience, helps me sit in the wheelchair. She covers me with a pink fleece robe my mother brought and takes me to the adapted bathroom.

The bathroom smells of chlorhexidine and neutral soap. The water comes out already lukewarm; Laura adjusts the shower chair, carefully removes my nightgown to avoid touching the scars and begins to rinse me as if I were a big child. The hot stream falls on my neck, back, and shoulders full of yellowish bruises that haven’t yet faded. She washes my hair with neutral shampoo. There are no hair masks here, no moisturizing creams; her fingers massage my scalp and, for a moment, I close my eyes and allow myself to think of nothing. The water slides over the titanium plate I can feel under the skin of my right hip, as if I were wearing an internal armor.

When she finishes, she wraps me in a huge towel and dries me with little pats, never dragging. “To avoid irritating the skin,” she explains. Then she puts a soft, warm long-sleeved cotton shirt on me so I don’t catch cold. She combs my wet hair back with her fingers and applies a little moisturizer to my face; it smells of rosehip and vaguely reminds me of something I can’t quite place.

Back in the room, Laura opens the closet and takes out the tracksuit my mother chose the night before: loose gray pants with a side zipper so they can be put on without bending my leg, and a navy blue sweatshirt also with a zipper. She puts Velcro sneakers on my feet; I can’t even tie shoelaces. Finally, she takes my favorite perfume and sprays two pulses on my wrists and one on my neck. The sweet, powdery scent envelops me and, for the first time since I woke up, I feel a bit like myself.

“Ready,” says Laura looking at me with pride. “Now a little TV time and then we’ll go down for breakfast.”

She turns on the small television hanging on the wall. She puts on Antena 3; they’re showing a series I don’t recognize. I stare blankly, just listening to the background noise while Laura changes the sheets with quick, precise movements. At quarter past eight another assistant appears with the medication: a glass of water and four colored pills. I take them without protest.

You can hear the hustle and bustle in the hallways. The day has begun with what I assume will be the usual routine, but all this activity feels strange to me. The next to appear is Pablo, a young guy with tattoos peeking out from the neck of his shirt, who pushes my chair to the elevator. The journey is short, and the hallway smells of disinfectant and toast. We enter the dining room: a spacious room with light wood round tables and large windows overlooking the frozen garden. There are already a dozen patients having breakfast: some in wheelchairs, others with walkers, an elderly lady with crutches who waves at me. There are patients who can’t even come down for breakfast. Those of us who are better off come to the dining room.

They place me at a table by the window. Breakfast is simple but plentiful: coffee with milk in a large white mug, toast with butter and strawberry jam, plain yogurt, and freshly squeezed orange juice. I eat slowly; I still have trouble coordinating my left hand because my right one is half-numb from pinched nerves. Laura stands watching, chatting with another assistant.

At nine, Mateo appears with his impeccable white coat and a tablet under his arm. He sits across from me, orders a black coffee from the waiter and smiles at me confidently.

“Good morning, champion. Ready for battle?”

I return a tired half-smile.

“Explain the battle plan to me.”

He takes out his tablet and opens my weekly schedule, which he projects on the screen so I can see it clearly.

“Look, this is how your typical week will be:

Monday, Wednesday, and Friday: Physical therapy at ten and at four. Two sessions daily. The morning one will be on the treatment table and with machines (electrostimulation, ultrasound, passive mobilization); the afternoon one will be in the gait training room with parallel bars and, when you’re stronger, we’ll start with the therapeutic pool.

Tuesday and Thursday: Occupational Therapy in the morning. We’ll work on transfers from wheelchair to bed, independent dressing, adapted kitchen... everything you need to become self-sufficient again.

Additionally, on Tuesday you’ll have individual psychology with Clara, the center’s psychologist, and Thursday group psychology with other trauma patients. There are people here who are really messed up, Nerea.

On Wednesdays you also have speech therapy because the traumatic brain injury left you with some dysphagia and a bit of difficulty finding words quickly. It’s normal, that recovers without problems. I’ve scheduled it more to keep you occupied than for anything else...

And on Fridays, depending on computer availability, basic computer class: tablet use, email, video calls... so you can also entertain yourself a bit.

Weekends are lighter: physical therapy only in the morning and lots of rest.

He closes the tablet and looks at my empty plate with approval.

“Today is Monday, so at ten Patricia, the physical therapist, is waiting for you in room 3. She’s quite tough but good. She’ll make you cry, but she’ll also make you walk.”


I look out the window. The garden is covered with frost; a sparrow hops on the white grass.

“Does it hurt a lot?” I ask quietly.

“At the beginning, yes,” he admits. “But every tear is a step that will bring you closer to home.”

Laura appears to take away my plates. Mateo stands up and puts a hand on my shoulder.

“I’ll see you in the room at nine fifty-five. No rush. Take deep breaths. Today your new life truly begins, Nerea.”

And although my legs that I still can’t fully feel are trembling, I nod with hope.

At five minutes to ten exactly, the door to room 3 opens and she enters. The first thing I notice is her height: she must be just under five foot nine, and she moves with natural grace. She wears a beige short-sleeved uniform that fits her as if tailor-made. I notice she has defined arms, with that clean, functional musculature that only comes from lifting other people’s bodies every day. She surely practices sports too. It shows. Her tan is subtle, the kind you get outdoors, not from a tanning bed; she has that golden tone that looks good year-round. Her light brown hair reaches just below her jawline, straight and shiny, with a perfect blunt cut; today she wears it loose.

When she comes closer, the impact is greater. Her eyes are an intense green, with long natural lashes that don’t need mascara. She has a small, slightly upturned nose, full lips of a dark pink that seems painted by someone with very good taste. Her complexion is flawless, except for a tiny freckle just above her upper lip that gives a mischievous touch to a face that would otherwise be almost classical.

“Hello, Nerea,” she says with a smile that lights up the entire room. “I’m Patricia, but everyone calls me Patri. From today on, we’re going to spend a lot of time together.”

Her voice is warm, with a slightly husky quality that sounds like confidence and affection at the same time. She crouches down to my level in the wheelchair and extends her hand. It’s large, strong, but her skin is surprisingly soft; her nails are short, rounded, painted with clear polish that matches her uniform. When she takes my hand, I feel the confidence of someone who knows exactly the right pressure to convey strength without causing pain.

“We’re going to be companions in hardship,” she continues while helping me transfer from the wheelchair to the treatment table. “I’m going to ask a lot from you, but I’m also going to take good care of you. Rule number one: there’s no shame here. If it hurts, you cry. If you’re frustrated, you shout. If you’re happy, you laugh. But we don’t stop unless it’s impossible for you to continue. Deal? I know it sounds cliché, but pain heals.”

I nod, a little hypnotized. Patricia moves with an economy of motion that shows years of experience: she removes the pillows from the table in one gesture, adjusts the height with her foot, positions my legs with gentleness but without fuss.

“Today we’re going to do an initial assessment,” she explains while placing a thin sheet over me. “I want to see how that beautiful hip they’ve reconstructed is doing, how much range you have, how much pain you can tolerate, and how much fear you have. Because fear also holds you back, you know?”

She positions herself at my right side, rests one hand on my knee and the other on my iliac crest.

“First we’re going to do a passive movement. You relax as if you were a rag doll. I’ll do all the work.”

She slowly begins to flex my right leg. The first centimeter already hurts; when we reach forty-five degrees I feel like I’m being split in two. I clench my teeth.

“Breathe, Nerea. In through your nose, out through your mouth. That’s it, very good.”

Her voice wraps around me like a blanket. Even though she’s causing me pain, she does it with such care that I don’t feel violence, only necessity. When I reach my limit, she holds me there for three seconds and then slowly lowers my leg.

“Perfect. That’s already much more than I expected for day twelve post-op. You’re a champion.”

She wipes the sweat from my forehead with a gauze pad that she produces from who knows where. Her hands smell like almond hand cream.

“Now let’s work with the left leg, which is healthy, so you can see the difference in behavior.”

She moves my left leg with complete freedom, until my knee almost touches my chest. I laugh nervously.

“One day, in the not-too-distant future, we’ll get there with the right one too,” she says, winking at me. “I promise.”

She removes her latex gloves with a snap and sits on the high stool, at my level.

“Golden rules with me,” she counts on her fingers:

“One, absolute honesty. If something hurts more than eight out of ten, stop and tell me, but never exaggerate the pain. If you don’t reach your limit in each session, you’ll stagnate.”

“Two, consistency. No excuses like you don’t feel like it today or you have your period.”

“Three, trust. I will never ask you to do something you can’t do... although sometimes I might ask you to do something right at the limit of what you think you can do. It’s the only way for you to progress.”

She leans a little closer to me, and her perfume hits me full force.

“And four,” she adds, lowering her voice, almost in confidence, “we’re going to laugh a lot. Because if we don’t laugh, we’ll go crazy, and we don’t want that. Okay?”

I smile without being able to help it. For the first time since the accident, I feel like someone sees me as a person and not as a collection of fractures.

“Okay,” I respond.

“Then welcome to my team, Nerea,” she says, giving me a gentle pat on my healthy thigh. “From today on, this hip and I have a very serious relationship. And I warn you: I’m very jealous.”

She stands up, pulls her hair into a short ponytail in half a second, and winks at me again.

“See you tomorrow. And when it hurts, remember that I’m sweating right along with you.”

She leaves the room with the same firm and elegant step with which she entered, and suddenly the treatment table feels less cold.

For the first time, I believe I can handle this.

In the next session, I’m on the table with my right leg bent until the pain is almost bursting through my chest, my muscles trembling and tears flowing uncontrollably, when he appears.

He’s about thirty, with short brown hair and a big smile, too big, that seems to have no filter. He’s wearing a cotton t-shirt and gray sweatpants. He approaches with small irregular steps, as if each foot had its own idea of where to go.

His way of walking is impossible to ignore: his body leans to the right with each step, then abruptly corrects itself to the left, like a boat zigzagging. His right foot turns inward and drags a little, the toe scraping the floor before fully planting; the left foot drops suddenly, heel first with a dry thud. His arms don’t swing naturally: the right one stays glued to his body, rigid, while the left one moves in wide, uncontrolled circles, as if trying to compensate for so much imbalance. His head tilts slightly to one side and stays there, fixed, as he advances. I have the feeling he might fall at any moment. And all the while he wears that smile that looks like an absurd grimace.

Each step seems to cost him an enormous effort; his shoulders rise and fall asymmetrically, his back curves for an instant and then straightens suddenly. Again, I have the feeling that at any moment he’ll lose his balance and fall flat on his face, but he doesn’t fall. He just keeps advancing toward me, slow, awkward, unstoppable, with that silly smile that doesn’t leave his face for even a second.

He stops about half a meter away from me, rocks a bit on his heels, and looks at me as if he were watching a fascinating spectacle.

“Does it hurt?” he asks in a slurred but cheerful voice, pointing at my leg with a finger that also trembles.

I’m sweating, crying, and my face is red with pain. I look at him as if I want to incinerate him.

“What do you think?” I snap at him, dry as a whiplash. “Do you think I’m crying with emotion because they’re showing the final scene of Titanic? Give me a break...”

He blinks a couple of times, his smile freezes for a second, but doesn’t disappear. Then he shrugs, turns around with an awkward spin that almost makes him trip over himself, and begins to walk away.

He walks just like he came: body swaying from side to side, feet dragging and hitting the floor without rhythm, uncoordinated arms, head tilted. Each step is a small battle he wins through sheer stubbornness.

And even though I’m angry and broken with pain, even though everything hurts, I can’t help but follow him with my eyes until he disappears through the door, wobbling, but never falling.

Patri suddenly releases my ankles. Pain shoots across my hip like lightning, but it’s nothing compared to the look she gives me. She stands up slowly, arms hanging at her sides, and when she speaks her voice is low, sharp, without a trace of its usual warmth.

“You were a complete bitch, Nerea.”

The silence that follows is so dense I can almost touch it. The other patients in the room lower their eyes; even the humming of the machines seems to quiet down.

She takes another step closer, plants herself in front of me, so close that I have to lift my chin to look at her. Those green eyes, which until today had only shown me affection and patience, now burn with fury and contempt.

“If you ever speak to anyone in this center like that again, you can start looking for another physical therapist. Because I don’t work with people who humiliate others to make themselves feel better.”

I swallow hard. The lump in my throat hurts more than my leg.

“Javi,” she continues, her voice breaking just for a second when she says his name, “isn’t here to recover. He’s here so we can help him live the best life possible with what he has. And what he has doesn’t heal. Ever. Yours, on the other hand, does.”

She crosses her arms, the tense muscles visible under the beige fabric. She takes a deep breath before continuing.

“Javi was born with spastic diplegia cerebral palsy, the most common form and also the most difficult in many ways. During delivery, he went without oxygen for a few minutes too long; his brain didn’t receive enough blood, and the areas that control leg movement and, to a lesser extent, arm movement, were permanently damaged. It’s not a progressive disease, but it doesn’t regress either. It’s static damage: what broke on day zero of his life will remain broken forever.”

She nods toward the door where Javi just disappeared.

“His legs are in constant spasticity: the muscles contract on their own, as if they had a life of their own. That’s why he walks on his toes, with his knees together and hips turned inward. His right foot everts and drags because his Achilles tendon has been shortened since he was a baby; he’s already had four lengthening surgeries and will probably need more. His arms are also affected: the right one more rigid, the left one with involuntary movements he calls ‘my dances.’ That’s why when he points it looks like he’s trembling: it’s not nerves, it’s his brain sending signals he can’t control. There isn’t a single day of the year when he doesn’t have pain—if his neck doesn’t hurt, his back does. If his less-affected arm, which he uses for the few things he can do, doesn’t hurt, then his leg hurts from his way of walking, which is why we give him massages in the parts that hurt. As you can probably imagine, these massages aren’t exactly relaxing; he has contractures in those areas that are like sailor’s knots that need to be slowly undone with a lot of work from my hands and, what’s worse, a lot of suffering on his part. To give you an idea, when I give him a back massage, sometimes he pounds the table with his hand to help himself bear the pain, he even screams and writhes in pain, but do you know what he does when we finish the massage? He smiles and thanks me.

She pauses, and her voice becomes almost a whisper.

“When he was little, he didn’t speak. It took him until he was five to say ‘mama.’ The speech therapist cried the day he managed it. Now he speaks, but with dysarthria: his tongue and lips don’t fully obey, which is why he sounds slurred. He has normal intelligence—high, in fact—but his body doesn’t let him show it as he’d like. He gets frustrated, cries, gets angry... but never, ever, mocks anyone’s pain. Because he knows what it’s like to be mocked since he was three years old.”

Patri crouches down again, this time to be at my level. Her green eyes are moist, but the fury is still there.

“Javi has spent his whole life hearing ‘poor thing,’ ‘look how he walks,’ laughter in school hallways, kids pulling his chair away when he was about to sit down just to see him fall. He’s learned to smile because if he doesn’t smile, he breaks down. That ‘stupid smile’ that bothered you so much is his shield, his way of protecting himself from all those things. And you, who will only be here for a few months, who will one day walk out that door... you spat on him.”

A tear escapes me. I don’t know if it’s from physical pain or shame.

“He will never run,” Patri continues mercilessly. “He will never slow dance with someone in a club. He probably will never be able to have children naturally because the spasticity also affects his pelvic muscles. Every time he falls (and he falls a lot), he risks fractures because his bones are more fragile than normal people’s. Every time his hip hurts, it’s because the muscles are pulling the bones in opposite directions. And even so, he comes in every day with that smile, greets everyone, asks newcomers how they’re doing... because he knows that here, nobody laughs at him.”

She stands up. Her voice returns to being professional, but the tone she uses reminds me of the one she uses with difficult family members.

“You have a broken pelvis that will heal. He has a damaged brain that will never heal. You’re going to cry, scream, curse... and I’m going to be here to push you. But if you ever use your pain as an excuse to hurt someone who has no escape... I swear I’ll change your physical therapist even if I have to fight with management.”

She stays looking at me for one more second. Those green eyes pierce through to the depths of my soul.

“Now rest for ten minutes. When you’re ready, we’ll continue. But first, you’re going to think about whether you really want to be the person you just were.”

She turns around and leaves the room without looking back. The door closes with a sharp bang that echoes inside my chest.

And I stay there, with my leg burning, my face soaked, and a shame so great that it almost weighs more than the titanium I have inside me. Because for the first time I understand that my pain, however brutal it may be, has an expiration date. Javi’s doesn’t.

	Remember? 


July 2011

Verónica and Carlota have completely monopolized Fran. His expression is the usual one: that of having everything under his absolute control. She places a hand on her son’s arm, a gesture that seems affectionate but is actually a disguised order.

I see her whisper something in his ear. Fran looks for me over his mother’s shoulder. His eyes meet mine for a second, and I see in them a silent apology, accompanied by a shrug. But between Carlota — who has strategically positioned herself on the other side, smiling with that perfection of white teeth and thin lips — and Verónica, who is already guiding him toward the exit, he has no escape. Carlota says something in his ear, he laughs out of obligation, and the three of them walk away together, like a perfect unit of which I clearly am not a part.

I feel a sharp, cold stab in my chest. Verónica doesn’t want me for her son. I’ve known it since the first day in her office, when she looked at me as if I were a stain on her Persian rug. To her, I’m the aspiring model who has seduced her prince. Carlota, on the other hand, is her ideal version: daughter of a successful businessman with surnames that sound like wineries and country estates, with an education from a university in the United States and summers in Sotogrande. I see her walking beside Fran. She takes his arm and I see them walking with a certain familiarity, as if they were a formal couple. It pisses me off. You have no idea how much it pisses me off. At that moment I understand that tonight wasn’t just a fashion show for me. It was a coming-out party for her.

I see them exit through the main door. A black Mercedes with tinted windows waits at the entrance. A uniformed chauffeur opens the rear door. Carlota enters first, then Fran, who turns toward me one last second. Our eyes meet again, but Verónica gently pushes him inside. Before closing the door, she looks directly at me. There’s no smile, no gesture. Just pure disdain, an arched eyebrow that conveys: “Listen, girl, forget it. You’re not good enough for him.” The door closes with a dry, elegant, definitive thud. The Mercedes drives away down the avenue, its red taillights disappearing into the Seville night.

I stand there, with a half-drunk glass of champagne in my hand, feeling that the success of the night is slipping through my fingers like sand. Around me, people continue to congratulate me: a journalist asks for a photo, a designer gives me her card, Raúl winks at me from a distance. But everything sounds distant, as if I were underwater.

The other models have already dispersed, some with their partners or families, others in taxis to their hotels. I make my way alone to the hotel where the organizers are accommodating me, a four-star place near the Cathedral. The walk is short, but it feels endless. The heels that earlier made me feel powerful now kill my feet. The black dress sticks to my skin from sweat and heat. The night is warm, smelling of orange blossoms and hot asphalt, but I feel cold inside.

I reach the room, open the door with the keycard that trembles in my hand. I don’t even shower. I kick off my shoes, the dress falls to the floor like a dead weight, and I collapse onto the bed in my underwear. The white ceiling stares down at me, indifferent. I close my eyes and a bitter aftertaste invades me.

A night of success: I’ve walked the runway, designers have congratulated me, celebrities have hugged me, my name has sounded among applause. But the taste is bittersweet. Because while I was shining on the catwalk, Verónica was taking her son away. Because Carlota walked by his side as if they’d been dating forever. Because Fran looked at me with an apology in his eyes, but didn’t make the slightest effort to say anything. I feel like the ugly duckling in this movie...

I turn on my side, hug the pillow that smells of expensive fabric softener. The tears come on their own, silent, hot. I’m not crying about the fashion show. I’m crying about what comes after. About the feeling that, no matter how hard I try, I’ll always be the girl who doesn’t fit into their crystal world. About Fran, who loves me, but not enough to stand up to his mother. About myself, who has won a battle, but feels like I’m losing the war.

The room is silent, just the distant hum of the air conditioning. I fall asleep like this, exhausted, with smeared makeup and a heavy heart.

A night of success, yes. But with a bitter aftertaste that won’t go away.

The pain exhausts me. I can barely withstand it. I fall into a restless sleep from fatigue.

I wake up with sunlight filtering through the hotel curtains, an annoying ray hitting me directly in the eyes. My head throbs as if I’d drunk too much, though I barely touched the champagne. My body feels heavy, my feet still hurt from last night’s heels, and I have that empty feeling that always follows a big night. I reach for the nightstand, grab my phone to check the time. It’s 10:17. There are accumulated notifications: congratulations from friends, messages from unknown numbers. I smile for a second, remembering the applause, the runway, the success.

One message intrigues me. It’s from Eva: “Girl, what the hell is this?” She doesn’t congratulate me on the show. I don’t understand anything. I’m so sleepy that I can barely process what I’m seeing. She’s attached a screenshot of a WhatsApp group from high school: “Photos of Nerea the slut.” My heart stops. I open the link and there they are: me in bed with my breasts exposed, my thong half pulled down, my back arched. In some you can’t see my face, but in others it’s more than obvious that it’s me. I start to focus and understand that these photos are enough to ruin a life.


Eva’s next WhatsApp is at the very top. It simply says: “Girl, call me NOW.”

I open the chat and my world comes crashing down.

Someone has slightly pixelated the images, but I’m perfectly recognizable: the blue dress I wore to graduation is thrown on the floor in the background, the hotel logo is perfectly legible on the pillow. The group roars: “Damn, what a whore,” “Fran fucked her good.” “Look at little miss innocent...” “All for a dream”

It’s me, naked in bed in room 512, the same night as graduation. The image is taken from above: me lying on my back, the white sheets rumpled around my hips, my breasts exposed, nipples perfectly visible. In the background, blurry but recognizable, the blue copper dress thrown on the floor.

Eva’s next message is another screenshot: another photo, but now in an Instagram story from someone called @malaganightss with the text “The new Elite Sur star... or stripper???” Below, hundreds of comments: fire and pear emojis, bananas and crude opinions.

I keep scrolling down. Another photo. This time from the side: me on my knees on the bed, my butt in the air, back arched, Fran behind me, though you can only see his torso and hands gripping my hips. My face turned toward the camera, lips bitten, eyes half-closed. You can see my breasts and buttocks in close-up. You can see everything, absolutely everything.

And not just from that night. There are more. Photos from other times with Fran: one in his car, me in the passenger seat with my skirt pulled up and his hand between my legs; another in a motel, me in red underwear posing in front of the bathroom mirror, him reflected behind taking the photo; another in his bedroom, me naked on the gray sheets of his bed, with my legs spread. The comments are increasingly vulgar.

I can barely process what I’m seeing. The phone trembles in my hands. My stomach churns, I feel nauseous. The photos are circulating and spreading like a virus: Eva sends me captures from other social networks, forums, SMS groups. My name is everywhere: #NereaNaked in Malaga, memes with my face pasted onto pornographic bodies, cruel comments, obscene propositions, phone numbers I don’t know circulating as “easy contact.”

I call Fran hysterically, tears already falling uncontrollably. It rings four times before he answers.

“Nerea? Good morning, gorgeous, how did you sleep? Last night you were...”

“The photos!” I scream, my voice breaking. “The fucking graduation photos! They’re everywhere!”

Silence on the other end. I hear his breathing accelerate.

“What photos?” he asks, but his tone has already changed, more serious.

“The ones you took of me at the hotel! And others! The ones where I’m naked, Fran! Everyone is seeing them!”

He stays quiet for another second. Then:

“I... I deleted them. You saw it yourself. I swear.”

“Well someone has them!” I sob. “Either you didn’t delete them or you recovered them or you showed them to someone! Tell me the truth!”

“I swear I didn’t,” he says, his voice now tense. “I deleted them in front of you. I’m going to call my mother right now. She’ll know what to do.”

I think of a thousand excuses. I could say they’re fake. But they’re not, and everyone saw me that night. I’m perfectly recognizable. It’s me stark naked in that room...

I’m not listening anymore. I hang up, throw the phone to the other side of the bed and cover my face with my hands. The images haunt me: my body exposed, my privacy stolen, my future shattered. I think about my parents. Last night’s success turns to ashes.

The photos continue spreading like a virus. Within minutes, Eva sends me more screenshots: a thread with all the images pixelated but still recognizable. Hundreds of comments. An old high school WhatsApp group revived just to share them. Comments from people I don’t even know with my face and remarks like “the model who knows how to have fun.”

I stay in bed, curled up in a ball, trembling. My phone won’t stop vibrating: messages from unknown numbers, propositions, insults, the occasional supportive message that sounds hypocritical. I don’t answer anyone.

The bathroom door is open, the mirror reflecting an image I don’t want to see: red eyes, swollen face.

And in that moment, alone in a hotel room paid for by the agency, I understand that my life has just changed forever. The photos aren’t going to disappear.

I arrive home and go straight to my room. My parents must not know anything yet. I lock myself in. The door to my bedroom suddenly bursts open. I’m in my pajamas, with eyes swollen from crying, when Eva storms in like a whirlwind, phone in hand and a distraught look on her face.

“Girl... they’re everywhere. In all the groups, on Instagram, on Twitter... not to mention the creep forums. Everyone is talking about the photos.”

My legs are shaking. I sit on the bed, as if the floor had turned to glass and was about to break beneath my feet.

“I know,” I tell her anxiously.

“You can see everything, Nerea. Everything. In the end, Fran wasn’t the good guy we thought... What an asshole!”

I don’t have time to process it. The door opens again and my father appears. I’ve never seen him like this: red eyes, clenched jaw, the vein in his neck bulging. His shirt is wrinkled, as if he’d slept in it. He stands in the doorway, looks at me for a second, and then crosses the room in three strides.

The slap catches me off guard. His open palm crosses my face and leaves my cheek stinging. I bring my hand to my cheekbone, stunned.

“You’re stupid!” he shouts, his voice breaking. “Stupid, stupid, stupid! How could you be such an idiot? Letting him take photos like that? With that son of a bitch?”

He had never hit me. Never.

“Dad...!”

“Shut up!” he interrupts me, pointing his finger at me. “I’m going to be the laughingstock of the factory. Everyone will see my daughter naked! Right in my fucking face! They’ll be passed around like treasure. Damn it, Nerea! How could you do something like this to us?”

My mother comes in behind him, crying inconsolably, hugging herself as if she were cold. She sits in the desk chair and covers her face with her hands.

“My friends...” she sobs. “They’re bombarding me with messages. ‘So sorry... what a terrible thing...’ ‘How could she?’ I don’t even dare go out on the street, Nerea. I can’t.”

Eva, who is standing next to the bed, tries to mediate.

“We need to report this. This is a crime. The police...”

“A police report isn’t going to cover up the shame this family feels!” my father roars, turning toward her. “It won’t erase the fact that everyone in Málaga has seen my daughter looking like a tramp!”

He turns back to me with eyes full of angry tears.

“I thought you were smarter! That you were thinking about your future! And for what? To spread your legs on graduation night and let someone photograph you?”

I can’t speak. I just cry, hunched over, feeling like I’m drowning.

Then the doorbell rings. My mother goes to answer with her tear-stained face. I hear voices in the hallway and a minute later Fran walks in.

He has deep circles under his eyes and a haggard face. He stands in the doorway, not daring to come all the way in.

“Nerea...” he begins, his voice breaking. “We need to talk.”

My father turns toward him like a bull.

“You! You son of a bitch! Get out of my house!”

Fran raises his hands, pale.

“Sir, I didn’t...”

“I said get out!”

But Fran looks at me, only at me.

I walk him outside. I feel my father’s hand on my back giving me a push. 

“Nerea...” his voice sounds tired, distant.

“And what are you going to do? Are you going to help me or are you going to look the other way?”

Silence. I hear his broken breathing, but he doesn’t look me in the face.

“I can’t stay with you. I’m sorry, but I can’t,” he finally says, and the words fall like lead.

I freeze. The air in the room becomes dense, unbreathable.

“What?”

“My mother... doesn’t want to see you again. Not near me, not near the agency. She says this is a scandal that could sink everything we’ve built. That if I stay with you, she’ll cut me off. Everything. The job, the money, the family... everything.”

“And what about you?” I shout, tears flowing uncontrollably. “What do you want, Fran? Or do you just do whatever your mother says like a good little boy? Because I remind you that those photos came from your phone.”

“It’s not that simple,” he whispers. “It’s my future. I love you, Nerea. But now... with the photos, with the scandal... I can’t.”

“You’re a coward!” I snap, my voice breaking. “You’re abandoning me when I need you most! When everyone is calling me a whore because of photos that you took! That you had on your phone!”

“I swear I deleted them,” he repeats, but it sounds hollow. “I don’t know how they could have gotten out.”

“Stop lying!” I interrupt. “Either you showed them, or you didn’t delete them properly, or you passed them to some friend to show off! And now that everyone is seeing them, you’re leaving me alone!”

He stays quiet. I hear a long, heavy sigh.

“I can’t, Nerea. I’m sorry. I can’t go against my mother. Not after this.”

“And what about me?” I ask, my voice cracking. “What am I to you? A whim? A summer girlfriend until things get tough?”

“You were... you were everything,” he says, and for the first time it sounds like it hurts him. “But this is too much for me. Forgive me... But if I stay with you, I’ll lose everything. And... There’s nothing I can do to help you. You’re already marked. Forever.”

“You’re a bastard and a coward!” I scream. “You’re abandoning me! When I need you most, you’re leaving me alone with this mess!”

“I can’t,” he repeats, like a mantra. “I’m sorry. Really.”

“You’re not even going to try? You’re not even going to defend me in front of her?”

Silence again. Long. Definitive.

“No,” he finally says. “I can’t. We can’t stay together,” he says in a rush, as if every word hurts him.

The silence that falls is deadly.

I stand looking at him, waiting for him to say it’s a joke, that he’ll defend me, that he loves me. But he doesn’t say anything else. He just lowers his gaze.

“Go,” I whisper.

And he leaves. Without even looking back. I go inside. My father collapses into a chair exhausted, covers his face with his hands and starts crying like a child. My mother hugs him. Eva stands there, not knowing what to do.

In less than an hour my entire life has gone to hell. I no longer have a boyfriend. I have no future as a model. I have devastated parents who can’t even look at me. And I have naked photos of myself circulating on the internet forever.

I get into bed, cover myself up to my head and cry until I can’t breathe.

Because I no longer know who I am. And much less who I’m going to be now.

	A Necessary Apology


January 2025

Patricia ends the session with a “enough for today” that sounds like a pardon. She helps me sit in the wheelchair, wipes the sweat from my forehead with a small towel and looks at me a second longer than necessary. She doesn’t say anything, but her intense eyes no longer burn; now there’s only fatigue. I barely nod. I know what I have to do.

I ask to be taken to the garden. It's cold, but the pale sun provides just enough warmth to ensure I won't catch a chill. The gravel path crunches under the wheels, and it takes tremendous effort to push the chair forward. I spot him immediately: Javi is sitting on a wooden bench, wrapped in an oversized blue parka, watching a sparrow peck at crumbs he's scattered at his feet. When he hears me approaching, he looks up with that enormous, unfiltered smile of his, but this time he quickly looks away, as if my behavior still hurts him.

I stop the wheelchair next to the bench. The silence lasts for a few eternal seconds.

—“Javi...” —I begin, my voice coming out hoarse— “I think I owe you an apology. A really big one.”

He shrugs, playing with the zipper of his parka.

—“Don't worry. I understand.”

—“No,” —I insist, leaning forward as much as the chair allows me— “You don't understand. Nobody understands when they're suffering so much that all they want to do is bite. But that doesn't justify me biting you. I was cruel and I'm truly sorry.”

Javi finally looks at me. His brown eyes clear, pure, without a trace of resentment.

—“It hurts a lot, doesn't it?” —he asks, pointing at my leg with his chin in an awkward gesture.

—“Like I'm being sawed open alive,” —I admit— “But you... you've lived with pain your whole life and you've never yelled at anyone.”

He laughs, a short, cheerful sound.

—“Not always. Sometimes I scream. But inside. Here,” —he touches his temple with a slightly trembling finger.

I extend my hand toward him, hoping he'll shake it.

—“Can we start over? I'm Nerea and I'm a grump in recovery.”

Javi looks at my hand for a second, then at his own, which moves by itself in small circles. Finally, he places it carefully on top of mine, as if afraid he might break me.

—“Nice to meet you, Nerea. I'm Javi and... well, you can see,” —he gestures broadly at his body— “I won't be winning any elegance contests.”

We both laugh, almost afraid someone might hear us.

—“What a pair we make,” —I say, looking at our legs: his rigid and twisted, mine immobilized in a monstrous brace— “You who can't walk properly and me who can't walk at all right now. If people saw us on the street, they'd think we just finished filming a zombie movie.”

He lets out a laugh that shakes his entire body.

—“Zombies with style!” —he exclaims— “Me with my Frankenstein walk and you chained to that chair.”

—“An odd couple,” —I joke.

We fall silent for a moment, watching the bird that now pecks closer, though still remaining skittish.

—“You know what's the worst?” —Javi says suddenly, more seriously— “That people always think that because I smile, I'm fine. As if I couldn't be angry, sad, or just having a crappy day. At least you can scream. Me... if I scream, they think I'm having an episode.”

I find myself staring at him. We sit in comfortable silence, the kind that doesn't need to be filled.

—“You know what Patri told me the other day?” —Javi asks— “That we were 'the two most stubborn people in the center.' That you'll get out of that chair sooner than you expect, and that I'll keep walking even if the world laughs. She said we made a good pair of stubborn people.”

I laugh, but a tear escapes at the same time.

Javi squeezes my hand with the clumsy but sincere strength he has.

—“Deal,” —he says.

—“Deal.”

The sparrow comes closer, almost touching the wheel of my chair. We both watch it, smiling like two kids who've just made up after a silly fight.

The January sun has hidden behind a cloud and the garden has turned gray, but Javi and I remain on the bench, wrapped in our jackets as the conversation becomes easier. Suddenly he starts talking, without me asking anything, as if he's been waiting a long time for someone to simply listen to him.

—“My parents brought me here when I was nineteen. Before that, I lived with them in a village three hours from here. My mother quit her job to take care of me, and my father worked extra shifts at the factory to pay for private therapies. But there came a point when they just couldn't do it anymore. I weigh one hundred and fifty pounds, and when I fall, there's no way I can get up by myself. I need help showering, getting dressed, going to the bathroom... Everything. One day my mother broke her back trying to help me out of bed and ended up in the hospital for a week. That's when they decided they couldn't handle it anymore...”

He shrugs, as if downplaying it, but I can see how he clenches his jaw.

“At first I felt terrible. I thought I had abandoned them, that I was a burden. I cried a lot during those first months. But then I saw that they were breathing again too. My mother went back to work as an administrative assistant, my father stopped working extra shifts... Now I go home two weekends a month, from Friday to Sunday. I love going home. Sometimes I feel that being here I miss that warmth of home that I long for so much. There we play board games, they tell me the village gossip. And when I leave, I feel like I’m leaving part of my life there, even though I know they’re doing well and so am I, in my own way.”

I stay quiet for a while. The wind moves the bare branches of the trees.

“It must be really hard,” I finally say.


“It is. But it’s also hard for them to live with the guilt of ‘having left their child.’ So we’ve made a pact: we don’t talk about what hurts. Only about the good things. It works.”

He turns to me, with that wide and sincere smile of his.

“Thanks for talking to me, Nerea. Really. Most people here are nice, but... I don’t know, everyone has a lot of problems, and with most of the caregivers there’s no trust. It’s like they’re afraid of saying something wrong. Not you. You’re straightforward. I like that.”

I laugh, a little embarrassed.

“Straightforward or rude, depending on how you look at it.”

“Straightforward,” he insists. “And you’re the first person in a long time who looks me in the eyes when I talk, not at my legs. That’s worth gold.”

I get emotional without meaning to. I clear my throat.

“Hey, what about Patri? She seems... I don’t know, special. You should have seen how she scolded me yesterday after I was rude to you.”

Javi smiles and looks up at the sky.

“Patri is much more than a physical therapist. She’s... like family. She met me when I arrived at nineteen, a ball of anger and self-pity. She taught me to laugh at myself, to ask for help without feeling less of a man, to celebrate every inch I advance, even if they’re tiny steps. When I’m having a crappy day, she sits with me, brings me a chocolate shake and says ‘today is for being miserable, tomorrow we’ll see.’ And the next day I’m fine again.”

He pauses thoughtfully for a second.

“Plus, she helps people like you. Those who arrive believing there’s nothing left to do. She lifts them up. Literally. I call her ‘the ponytailed resurrector.’”

We both laugh.

“And what do you do to escape?” I ask. “To make time pass faster in here. Because to be honest, this place can feel suffocating sometimes. I don’t know how you stand it.”

“I read a lot. A ton. Crime novels, fantasy, essays... whatever comes my way. I have a Kindle they gave me for Christmas and I spend hours and hours reading. And my phone: TikTok, YouTube, WhatsApp groups with other guys with cerebral palsy from all over Spain. We talk about everything: sex, drugs, politics... things we can’t talk about with parents or therapists. Sometimes we play online until the wee hours. That helps make time pass more bearably.”

He falls silent, looking at the horizon.

“Sometimes life is a real bitch,” I say quietly.

He nods slowly.

“Yes. But you have to adapt to the circumstances. It’s the only thing we can do. Either you adapt... or you die inside. I chose to adapt. With humor, with books, with friends who don’t have perfect bodies, but have enormous hearts. And now... with you.”

He looks at me and gives me an awkward wink.

“So thanks for sitting on my bench, Nerea. You’ve made my day.”

I squeeze his hand, hard.

“Thank you for not telling me to go to hell when I deserved it. But tell me more about yourself. Have you studied anything? I ask because you express yourself very well.”

“I struggle to speak... I don’t express myself well.”

“I mean your vocabulary. You use the right words, precise and appropriate in each context. You express yourself wonderfully.”

“Well... I studied high school like everyone else. It was hard for me, because focusing was never my strong suit; my head was always somewhere else, and knowing I would never amount to anything didn’t help. But I got through it, with passing grades but passing. Afterward I did a vocational degree in Computer Science and Business Management. I liked the computer stuff; it was something I could do sitting down, without moving much. Programming, making spreadsheets, designing simple databases... I imagined myself working in an office, with fixed hours, surrounded by people who wouldn’t look at me like I was a freak. But reality hit me right in the face.”

He lowered his eyes, and I noticed his hands were trembling slightly.

“My disability doesn’t allow me to enter the job market. I’d really like to, but I couldn’t. I can’t handle the pressure of work: stress makes my muscles even more rigid, I get spasms that last for hours and leave me exhausted. And I get tired, Nerea. Extremely tired. A normal day here at the center already wears me out; imagine eight hours in an office chair, with deadlines and bosses breathing down your neck. I tried once, during an internship my father got me at a small company in our town. I lasted three days: by the second day I already had a migraine from the concentration, and on the third day I fell in the bathroom trying to get to the toilet by myself. I never went back. Since then, the center is my home, and care is my routine. That’s it.”

Javi finished speaking and stared at the sparrow, which had now flown to a low branch. His voice, thick but clear, had gradually faded, as if telling the story cost him extra energy. I looked at him, feeling a knot in my stomach that had nothing to do with my hip.

“I understand,” I said quietly. “I really do understand. Nobody should have to give up what they want because of something they didn’t choose. It’s a real bitch.”

He turned to me, and that smile of his appeared again, but this time with a different gleam in his brown eyes.

“Thank you. Really. But hey, changing the subject... you’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever met. Seriously. With that hair, those eyes... You could be a model, Nerea. One of those who appear in magazines and everything.”

I laugh, but it’s a nervous laugh, with a bitter echo that he can’t hear. I instinctively touch my hair, which I now wear a bit shorter and undyed because in the hospital there’s no time for certain vanities.

“I was a model,” I finally say, looking at the ground. “For famous brand commercials and some runway work.”

Javi’s eyes widen like saucers, his smile stretching from ear to ear.

“Seriously? No way! Tell me more, please. How did you start? What brands? Did you travel a lot?”

I sigh, organizing the memories that are slowly coming back to my mind. I omit the part about the photos and Fran; I don’t want him to know that dirty part, not yet.

“I had to leave Málaga to go to Madrid,” I begin. “There are many more opportunities for a model there. In Málaga everything was local: photos for small store catalogs, some tourism ads for the Costa del Sol... But to make it big, I had to go to the capital. I moved when I was very young, after saving a bit by working as a waitress in beach bars.”

Remembering those first months brings bittersweet sensations, and a kind of anxiety in the pit of my stomach.

“My first steps in Madrid were absolute chaos. I arrived with a large suitcase, endless dreams, and the contact of my mother’s second cousin’s daughter who lived in a dump of an apartment in Malasaña. The place was a hole: three tiny rooms, a bathroom that always smelled of mold, and a kitchen where barely two people could fit. My room was the smallest, with a window overlooking an interior courtyard full of clotheslines. I paid three hundred euros a month, which seemed like a fortune to me then, but that was what was available.”

“The first month was pure survival. I would get up at six to go to castings I found in Facebook ads or at sketchy agencies. I walked all over Madrid: from Sol to Chamberí, passing through Gran Vía, with a homemade book under my arm—photos taken by friends or amateur photographers with borrowed cameras. The rejections were constant: ‘You’re pretty, but too short for the runway,’ ‘You have curves, but not enough to be a curvy model,’ ‘Your face is too common.’ Each ‘no’ hurt, but I forced myself to continue. At night I worked in a tapas bar in La Latina, serving beers and small plates until two in the morning. I would get home exhausted, with swollen feet and the smell of fried food stuck to my skin.”

“But little by little things started to work out. My first paid job was an ad for a shampoo brand: I had to wash my hair under a fake waterfall. Everything was filmed in a studio in Usera. It was tacky and depressing, but I ended up smiling as if it were the best day of my life. I earned two hundred euros and felt rich. After that came a lingerie catalog for an online chain: posing in bras and panties in front of a photographer who kept saying: ‘sexier, sexier.’ They paid me five hundred euros and I bought a couple of nice outfits to wear to castings. The runway came by chance. My mom’s cousin’s daughter introduced me to a booker from a small agency in Chueca. They signed me for an emerging fashion show at Mercedes-Benz Fashion Week. It was a new designer, with experimental clothing: I wore an asymmetrical black chiffon dress that caught on my heels every two steps. I walked that runway trembling, with my heart racing, but I did it, and I think I did it well. At the end of the show, I received lots of applause. It was an amazing feeling, but the best part was that an agent from a cosmetics brand saw me and hired me for an ad to promote the launch of an innovative product line. That’s when I started making real money: Almost fifteen hundred euros for each day of work.”

“Madrid changed me. During those first months I barely slept, ate poorly — sandwiches and instant crap — but I learned to navigate. I signed up for posing and walking classes at a modeling school in Atocha; there I met girls like me, equally ambitious and hopeful. We went to castings together, borrowed each other’s clothes, consoled each other after rejections with cheap beers on terraces in Lavapiés. I lived on the edge: one month with two thousand euros in my account, the next with fifty and borrowing money from home.

“But I made it. A commercial for a famous perfume brand: me running on a fictional beach, hair blowing in the wind, smelling like success. Another for a clothing chain: posing in a studio with LED lights and a team of twenty people. And runway shows at minor events: urban fashion, shows for independent designers at Pasarela Cibeles. I earned enough to move to a better apartment in Moncloa, with a balcony and everything. My mother would visit once a month, proud but worried.” – I also didn’t tell him that during that time my father still wasn’t speaking to me.

I continue omitting the part about the photos because it still hurts too much and I’m still ashamed. It was the real reason for my escape: after the scandal in Málaga, I couldn’t even walk down the street without people staring. Madrid was anonymous, big, where nobody knew me. But I don’t tell Javi about this.

He listens to me with bright eyes, nodding at every word.

“Wow, Nerea. Sounds like a movie life. What about now? Will you go back to that when you leave here?”

I smile bitterly.

“Who knows. First I have to learn to walk again. But I’m afraid the runway is over for me.”

Deep down I know that life isn’t mine anymore. Not with so much lost time and a body that no longer obeys me. The modeling world is harsh, cold... There’s no time for personal problems.

Javi squeezes my hand.

“Let’s go back inside. I’m starting to get cold.” he says, shrugging his shoulders.

As we move toward the building, I start laughing. We make a surreal pair. I see our reflection in the glass door leading to the dining room, and the image it returns is almost comical, if it weren’t so devastatingly real.

Between unbearable pain, conversations with Javi and Patri, sixty-two days have passed since I arrived at the center and, for the first time, improvement isn’t just a word that physical therapists and doctors repeat: it’s something I truly feel in my bones.

Mateo comes in one March afternoon, outside his working hours, wearing his old gray hoodie and hair slightly tousled by the wind. He carries a paper bag with two takeout coffees and a couple of my favorite muffins. He sits in the chair by the window, opens his tablet and shows me the charts without saying anything at first: he just lets me look. The lines that were once flat are now rising. The hip flexion range has gone from 45° to 85°. The right quadriceps muscle strength, which was at 1/5, now approaches 3/5. Walking with a walker, which initially lasted twenty seconds before I collapsed, now holds for four straight minutes. He shows me a video recorded a week ago: me, standing between parallel bars, taking clumsy steps but steps nonetheless. Then he plays another video from today: I’m now using a forearm crutch and can advance almost thirty feet without my knees giving out. I barely recognize myself.

He closes the tablet, looks at me and simply nods. He doesn’t need to say anything; his eyes say it all: I’m making it.

And then I realize I’ve been looking at him differently for weeks.

Mateo is no longer the skinny, shy high school boy who hid behind his books. He’s thirty-one now and it suits him like a tailored suit: tall, broader in the shoulders than I remembered, with that back that has formed from acquiring the confidence he lacked in school. His hair, once straight and unremarkable, he now wears a bit longer, with strands that fall over his forehead when he bends to review an X-ray. The thick-rimmed glasses are gone; he uses contact lenses or has simply learned to live without them. His jawline has become more defined, his voice deeper, more confident. When he smiles, and he smiles more often now, small wrinkles appear at the corners of his eyes that make him look more mature and interesting.

He comes almost every afternoon after his shift ends. Never during working hours; he says he doesn’t want anyone to think he’s giving me special treatment, that he prefers to make it clear that what he does in the mornings is his job and in the afternoons is... something else. He brings coffee, or a book he thinks I’ll like, or simply sits with me to watch a bad series on the tablet. We talk about everything and nothing: about the residence, his years as a medical resident, the times he stayed up studying late while the rest of us went out partying. He never mentions graduation or Fran or the photos. He respects my silences like one respects a wound that still bleeds.

And I, lying in bed or sitting in the chair, look at him and observe him, begin to realize how stupid we girls are. Always running after those who destroy us: those who promise heaven and then let you fall, those who make you feel alive by hurting you. Fran was fire: brilliant, dangerous, impossible to hold without getting burned. And I happily burned myself. I was attracted to those who got me going at a hundred miles an hour, who pushed me against walls and made me feel desired for five minutes, even if they left me empty afterward.

And meanwhile, Mateo was there. He always was. With his perfect notes, with his respectful silence, with his way of looking at me as if he already saw something in me that I didn’t yet know I had. He never asked for anything. He never took advantage. And when my world fell apart, when the bad guys ruined my life and left me in the gutter, it was he who appeared to pick me up. Not with grand gestures, but with consistency: with coffees outside working hours, with charts showing I’m coming back to life, with silences that demand nothing in return.

Now when I look at him, I feel something strange in my chest: calm, but also warmth. I see how his forearms flex when he helps me get out of bed, how his face lights up when I take one more step than yesterday, how he bites his lower lip when he thinks I'm not looking. And I wonder how I didn't see it before. How I could spend years chasing fire when I had a constant light just two meters away.

I don't know if it's love. Not yet. But I know it's something new. Something that doesn't burn, but warms. Something that doesn't break me, but is helping me put myself back together.

Weeks pass and the center becomes a routine that, surprisingly, starts to taste like life. Every morning I wake up with the sun filtering through the blinds, the now-familiar sound of the usual hustle and bustle in the hallways, and the smell of coffee rising from the dining room. Rehabilitation is still hell —Patri pushes me to the limit every session, with her strong hands and her voice that accepts no excuses— but now I see results: the brace is gone, I walk with an English cane instead of the wheelchair, and taking steps no longer leaves me exhausted after ten meters. Mateo says I'm a textbook case of rapid recovery; I think it's pure stubbornness. Patricia was right about that.

Javi and I see each other almost every day. What started as a short walk through the garden to stretch our legs has turned into longer routes: we circle the artificial lake, sit on the bench under the willow that's already starting to bud in March, or even reach the fence at the back where there's a small garden cultivated by the most veteran and less limited patients. Our conversations have evolved: at first they were superficial, about the weather, the center's food, or anecdotes about caregivers and patients. But gradually they've become deeper, more intimate. We talk about fears, broken dreams, about what it means to be "normal" in a world that looks at you sideways. Javi has a way of listening that makes me feel safe; he doesn't judge, doesn't interrupt, just nods with that tilted head of his and makes some comment that always makes me think.

One day in late March, the sun is warm enough for us to take off our jackets. We're on our usual bench, with the artificial lake reflecting white clouds and a couple of ducks swimming lazily. Javi has brought a pair of apples from the dining room; he passes me one and we bite into them simultaneously, the juice dripping down his chin. Curiosity has been nagging at me for days, but today I can't contain myself. It's something that's been circling my mind since we really started talking: his life, his body, his limitations.

“Javi...” —I begin, looking at the lake to avoid looking at him—. “Can I ask you something personal? Very personal.”

He stops chewing for a second, but his smile doesn't disappear.

“Sure. Ask whatever you want. No secrets here.”

I swallow. I feel ridiculous, like a nosy teenager, but the question comes out on its own.

“Have you ever had... sexual relations?”

The silence that follows lasts three eternal seconds. Javi doesn't flinch; he just lowers his gaze to the apple in his hand and turns it between his clumsy fingers.

“No,” he finally responds, in a neutral voice, without drama. “I like girls, logically. But in my circumstances... it's complicated.”

I nod, feeling like I've crossed a line, but now that I've started I can't stop. I'm very embarrassed, but curiosity wins over modesty.

“And physiologically... could you? I mean... if you wanted to, would your body respond?”

Javi laughs softly, making a sincere sound that relaxes me a little.

“I guess so. I get hard, like any guy. I have erections in the morning, or when I see something I like on my phone. But I've never been with a girl. Not even kissed, nothing. It's... I don't know, it hasn't happened. Or I haven't dared to make it happen.”

I stay quiet, processing. His frankness disarms me; there's no self-pity, just facts. I look at his hands, which tremble a little as they hold the apple, and think about how unfair everything is.

“And have you ever been in love?” I ask, lowering my voice as if we were conspiring.

He shakes his head slowly.

“No. Not that either. And I prefer it that way.”

“Never?” I insist, incredulous.

Javi sighs, puts the apple down on the bench and leans back a little, looking at the sky.

“Well... I feel something different for Patricia. But I don't know what it is.”

My heart skips a beat. Patricia. Our physio, the one with the intense eyes and the strength of a hurricane.

“Do you like her?”

“Of course I like her,” he admits, and for the first time I see him blush a little under his stubble. “She's very beautiful. And very kind. She treats me as an equal, not as a patient. When I'm in pain, she makes me laugh. When I'm down, she lifts me up. But in my circumstances... it's impossible.”

“Patricia is incredible, but you are too.”

He laughs, but it’s a bitter laugh.

“Look at me, Nerea. I walk like a drunk penguin. I need help for almost everything. What girl would want that? Patricia is strong, independent, goes running, goes out partying... I’m a package that comes with twenty-four-hour care seven days a week. I’ve never entertained the idea of being with a girl. It’s not a good idea for someone like me to fall in love.”

The silence after his last sentence becomes so dense I can almost hear my own heartbeat. Javi stares at the tips of his sneakers, as if the gravel path held the answer to everything. Then he lets out a nervous little laugh, half embarrassed, half liberated.

“You know what was the worst and most embarrassing thing that ever happened to me in here?” he says without looking up. “Once, about two years ago, Patri was doing adductor stretches on me. She had my leg open, knee bent... and suddenly, bam. Erection. Full-on, instant, impossible to control. I froze (no pun intended). I tried thinking about math, about my grandmother, about anything... but nothing worked. She kept stretching, professional as always, but I could tell she had noticed. I turned red as a tomato. In the end I had to ask her to stop for a second because ‘it hurt too much.’ Complete lie. What hurt was my embarrassment.”

He laughs again, louder this time, and I laugh with him, relieved that he can tell the story without shame.

“I had a hell of a time trying to hide it. I covered myself with the towel as best I could, praying it would go down before I had to get up. Since then, whenever she works on that area, I try to think about unpleasant things, but it doesn’t always work...”

We both laugh until our stomachs hurt. When we calm down, I dare to go a step further. I feel embarrassed, but the trust we’ve built over these months weighs more.

“Can I ask you another question... a really intimate one?”

Javi looks at me, raising an eyebrow with that awkward and charming gesture of his.

“Sure. Whatever you want. We’re already at the bottom of the embarrassment well anyway.”

I take a deep breath.

“Do you masturbate?”

He stays still for a second, then nods without hesitation.

“Yes. With my less bad hand, the left one.”

“And... do you come?”

“Always,” he says with a proud smile. “Sometimes it takes longer, sometimes I get tired sooner, but yes. I get there. It’s one of the few things my body does completely right.”

I bite my lip, feeling the heat rising to my cheeks, but I can’t stop.

“What... or who do you think about when you do it?”

He sighs, scratches the back of his neck, looks up at the sky as if searching for courage.

“At first it was just porn. Actresses, videos... the typical stuff. Then I started thinking about girls I knew: a high school classmate who smiled at me, a summer camp counselor... impossible people, but harmless. And... well... I also think about Patricia.”

The confession escapes him like a sigh, as if he’d been keeping it for years.

“Not all the time,” he quickly clarifies. “Just sometimes. When I’m really down and need to feel something nice. I imagine her touching me the way she does in sessions, but not professionally. Looking at me the way she does when she thinks I don’t notice. Kissing me. Silly things. I know it’s never going to happen, but... in my head I can have it. And when I come thinking about her, it’s stronger than with any video.”

He falls silent, waiting for my reaction. I just look at him, my heart tight with tenderness and anger at how unfair everything is.

“Javi...” I begin, but he cuts me off with a sad smile.

“Don’t give me that pitying look, okay? I don’t like people feeling sorry for me. I like feeling desire. I like coming while thinking about someone who really matters to me, even if it’s impossible. It makes me feel alive. It makes me feel like a man. And nobody can take that away from me.”

I take his hand and squeeze it hard.

“You’re more of a man than many people will ever be.”

He returns the squeeze, awkward but sincere.

“Thanks. And now... if you want to know anything else...”

We laugh again, and the March air becomes a little lighter between us.

I find myself staring at him, feeling a pang in my chest. I want to tell him that he’s not a package, that he’s a guy with a huge heart, with humor, with intelligence. But I know my words would sound empty, because I don’t live what he lives.

“Javi...” I begin, but he interrupts me with a smile.

“It’s okay. I’m fine like this. I have friends, books, the center... This is my life. I’ve accepted it.”

We talk a while longer about trivial things: about the center’s food (which we both hate), about a series we’re watching on Netflix (he watches in his room, I watch in mine, and we comment via WhatsApp). But the conversation has changed something between us; there’s a new intimacy, as if we’d crossed an invisible bridge.

The next day, during our walk, I’m the one who brings up the topic again. I can’t help it; it’s been spinning in my head all night.

“Have you really never been in love? Not even a little bit, not even from afar.”

Javi laughs, dragging his right foot through the gravel.

“Not even a little bit. In elementary school I liked a girl, Sara, but she was the typical one: pretty, popular... I guess like you were in your day. She would smile at me in class, but it never went beyond that. Later, in high school, I learned not to get my hopes up. I would see couples kissing in the hallways and think that wasn’t for me. It hurt, but I accepted it. Better not to dream about the impossible.”

I nod, feeling a deep empathy. Me, who has had empty relationships, one-night stands, broken hearts... and him, who hasn’t even kissed, or felt a caress. I’m dying of sadness.

“And with Patricia?” I insist, carefully. “Is it just admiration or...?”

He stops for a moment, leans on the cane he always carries for long walks, and looks at the lake.

“Patricia is very special to me. It’s... something that can’t be explained with words. She makes me feel alive. When she touches me during sessions, it’s not just professional contact; there’s a warmth that quickens my pulse. We talk about everything: her travels, my books, what pisses her off about the world. Once she confessed that she hates Sundays because they remind her of her ex with soccer. And I told her I hate mirrors because they remind me of what I can’t change. We laughed. But... I don’t know. It’s probably just friendship for her. And for me... better to leave it at that.”

I put a hand on his arm, feeling the rigid muscles beneath the fabric.

“Javi, you’re worth so much. Any girl who doesn’t see that is an idiot.”

He looks at me, his brown eyes shining a little.

“Thank you. But seriously, I’m fine. I’ve learned to love what I have. And now, I also have you as a friend. That’s already a lot.”

We continue walking, more slowly, and the conversation drifts to Patricia: how he met her when he arrived at the center as a scared kid angry at the world. How she forced him to get up on the first day, telling him “you are not your body, you are what you do with it.” How she became his confidant, his big sister... Javi talks about her with a tenderness that moves me: how she brings him chocolate on bad days, how she recommends self-help books that he reads to please her, how once she gave him a long hug after a tough session and he felt like the world stopped.

I listen, nodding, and deep down I think about how unfair it is. Javi, with his cerebral palsy that steals his movements, but not his soul, deserves everything. And Patri... Patri is light. But life isn’t always fair.

At the end of our walk, before going inside, Javi stops and looks at me seriously.

“Hey, Nerea... thanks for asking. Nobody asks me these things. It makes me feel... normal.”

I smile at him, squeeze his arm.

“You’re more normal than most, Javi. And better than many.”

We say goodbye with an awkward hug —me from the wheelchair, him carefully leaning over— and I return to my room thinking about him, about Patricia, about how fragile everything is. Maybe one day I’ll tell him to gather his courage and confess what he feels. Or maybe not. Because in his circumstances, as he says, rejection hurts twice as much.
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One April afternoon, after a particularly grueling session where I manage to stand without support for fifteen consecutive seconds, Patricia walks me to my room instead of leaving me with the aide. She says she wants to show me something. Sweaty, with my shirt sticking to my back, I ask her what’s going on. She gives me a half-smile and pulls a large cardboard box from her backpack.

“I brought something to celebrate,” she says. “Your mother gave me permission. I’d like to look at it with you. Open it.”

Inside are three professional portfolios: mine. I recognize them instantly, though I can’t remember the last time I touched them. They’re elegant, with black covers and my name written in silver letters: NEREA GARCÍA – COMMERCIAL / EDITORIAL / SWIMWEAR. I’m breathless.

Patricia sits on the bed, crosses her legs, and gestures for me to sit beside her.

“Let’s see who you were before you broke your hip, shall we? I’ve been wanting to see photos of a professional model for months.”

I open the first one. It’s the commercial book. The first photo is for a well-known jeans brand: me in an infinite white studio, wearing ripped jeans and an expensive white t-shirt, hair loose and wild, looking directly at the camera. Harsh lighting, defined shadows, flat stomach and wide hips accentuated by the low-waisted pants. Patricia whistles.

“Damn, those abs. That doesn’t come from genetics alone.”

“You would know, you’re not lacking in the muscle department yourself,” I say with a smile.

We flip through the pages. An ad for a sports drink: I’m running on a Caribbean beach at dawn. I remember the artificial sweat glistening on my skin, the shirt clinging to my body, my legs appearing long and muscular in the foreground. Then there’s the sunglasses campaign: sitting on the hood of a red convertible, wearing a black bikini, wet hair, and parted lips. More and more photos follow. From a sportswear catalog: impossible yoga poses, butt in the air, arched back, the top barely containing my breasts...

“This body wasn’t meant for haute couture,” I say quietly, almost to myself. “They always told me that at castings in Paris or Milan. ‘Too much chest, too much hip, too many curves.’ But for prêt-à-porter and commercial work, it was perfect. Brands wanted girls who looked real, who had flesh you could grab onto.”

Patri turns the page and stops at a double spread: me in black lace lingerie, sitting on a red velvet chair, legs crossed, the push-up bra creating endless cleavage. The side lighting creates shadows under my breasts and at my waist.

“Forgive me for saying this,” she murmurs, “but you have a better body than ninety percent of those skinny girls walking the runways. They look like coat hangers with wigs. You have... life. Curves that make you want to bite.”

I laugh, a little uncomfortable, but also proud.

“Thanks. Though right now that body is full of screws and scars.”

“Scars tell a story,” she responds without hesitation. “And people dig stories.”

“The people I work with don’t have the slightest interest in models’ personal stories. They’re only looking for the perfect shot. It’s not all as glamorous as you think.”

We move to the second portfolio: editorial. More artistic photos. A black and white series for an alternative magazine: me topless, wearing only an open blazer, hair covering one breast, defiant gaze. Another in color, for Vogue Spain: wearing a long, transparent chiffon dress with underwear beneath, on a Madrid rooftop at sunset, the wind pressing the fabric against my body and highlighting every curve. I remember that session, and how the photographer played to the limit with what could and couldn’t be shown. There was also the jewelry campaign: extreme close-ups of my face, with red lips, and a diamond necklace falling right between my breasts, challenging gaze.

Patri stops at one particular photo: me lying face down on a bed with white sheets, wearing only black lace panties, back arched, butt lifted, and hair cascading down one side. The lighting is soft, almost dreamlike.

“This one is incredible,” she says. “You have a beautiful back. And that butt screams five-days-a-week gym.”

I laugh.

“Six, actually. And intermittent fasting. I was diet-obsessed.”

The third portfolio is swimwear and lingerie. There’s no subtlety here. Tiny bikinis on Formentera beaches, crystal-clear water sliding down my tanned skin, triangles barely covering my nipples, thongs disappearing between my buttocks. A series for an erotic lingerie brand: me kneeling on a black bed, wearing a garter belt and fishnet stockings, transparent lace bra, looking directly at the camera, lips parted. Another with a red vinyl bodysuit, stiletto heels, and whip in hand, dominant expression.

Patri lets out a long whistle.

“Damn, Nerea. This is fucking amazing.”

I shrug, feeling a bit uncomfortable.

“I had offers to go further. Hotter photos. The kind they call ‘artistic-erotic,’ but everyone knows they end up on paid websites. Or straight-up soft porn. I was offered five thousand euros for a full nude session with a famous photographer. And ten thousand for a ‘sensual’ video with another model. I turned them all down.”

Patri raises an eyebrow.

“Why?”

“Because it’s a very dangerous step,” I answer, my voice coming out more serious than I expected. “Once you cross that line, there’s no going back. They label you forever. And if one day the photos leak, and they always leak, you’re no longer ‘the pretty commercial model.’ You’re ‘the one who got naked.’ And I wanted to be more than that. I wanted covers, big campaigns, long contracts… not to be the girl who shows everything for a handful of euros and then doesn’t even get called for a hosiery catalog.”

Patri nods slowly, flipping through the swimwear book again.

“You did the right thing. You have an incredible body, but you also have a head on your shoulders, though I imagine turning down so much easy money must have been complicated...”

She closes the book and looks at me intently.

“And now that body is rebuilding itself. But it’s still the same: strong, curvy, with a story. When you leave here, you’re going to break it again, Nerea. But this time with more scars and much more strength.”

I smile, feeling my eyes getting moist.

“Thank you, Patricia.”

She gives my good knee a gentle tap.

“You’re welcome, queen. And when you’re at one hundred percent, you owe me a new photo session. But this time with me as the model, because I also have a good eye for photos. And now, tell me more about that world. I’m really curious about it, and I have no idea how it works.”

“Well. I was always tall with a good figure. I imagined myself modeling in Paris, Milan, New York, Madrid… The truth is it’s a really difficult world, with favoritism, connections, and all kinds of backstabbing. Runway models are at the top of the pyramid. They’re usually tall girls, close to five foot ten, very thin with impossible proportions. They look for a strong presence on the runway, with a marked and confident walk. Their goal is to showcase designers’ collections, haute couture, prêt-à-porter, etc. I had always tried to be part of this group, although it was honestly difficult to carve out a place among them.”

“That’s where you were, right?”

“Partly yes, but also in the lower tier, that of catalog or commercial models, which is where my style fits best: Unlike runway models, extreme height and thinness aren’t expected of you. You can have a wider variety of body types. It’s important to connect easily with the average consumer. We’re often selected for an ‘accessible appearance’ and the ability to represent ordinary people. You’re not as limited by strict size standards, so body diversity is an important feature. In the next category are lingerie models, bikini models, and even clothing catalog models. Here the physical demands are more for normal girls: Bodies that fit the ideal proportions for displaying lingerie, with defined curves, but there are also very thin models. You need to be able to strike sensual poses. They’re usually girls with attractive faces and attitudes.”

“And after that, the nude models?”

	“	Yes. After that are the nude models. These models need to be very comfortable with their bodies, as they often pose completely naked. Here the category becomes almost infinite. From posing for artists to erotic magazines or specialized websites. Belonging to this category is risky, since it’s very easy to get into it, but very difficult to get out. From there on, the red warning lights would turn on. Going from a sensual nude to an erotic one is a matter of millimeters. And going from an erotic nude to something more explicit is also a small step.”


	“	I like nude photographs…I think I’d feel comfortable doing a session like that. I’m not ashamed of my body, and I’ve never been particularly modest.”


	— 	Well… The options there are endless. From the most sensual to the most obscene. I assure you that for that last option, you wouldn’t need to make more than two phone calls. But I don’t recommend it. In that type of work, other things get mixed in. The red lines blur quickly. My advice is to stay away from that world.


	— 	No, no. That’s not my intention at all. I was just saying it because I’d like to have a professional book that’s a bit risqué, to look at when I’m an old lady with sagging skin. I’d like to have that memory from my years in my prime.


	— 	I can arrange that for you, if you want… I have thousands of contacts who owe me favors, and with complete guarantee that your photos won’t end up on pornographic websites.


	— 	You would do that for me?


	— 	Of course. Whenever you want.


	— 	Well, I really appreciate it. Let me think about it, okay?


	— 	Take all the time you need.


	— 	There’s something else I wanted to talk to you about… Now that we have a certain level of trust… - Her expression completely changes, becoming serious. —. You see… Javi talks about you a lot. A whole lot. About your walks, your conversations, how you’re the first person who truly understands him… His face lights up when he says your name.





I smile involuntarily.

“It’s mutual. I think he’s great.”

“I know,” Nerea. “And I’m glad, really. You make a beautiful pair of friends. But…” she pauses, searching for words, “don’t give him hope, Nerea. Please. You could hurt him badly, and I don’t want that to happen.”

I freeze.

“Hope for what?”

Patricia sighs and runs a hand through the back of her neck.

“That someday there might be something more than friendship. He doesn’t say it openly, but it’s written all over his face. And if he ever believes there’s even the slightest possibility… he’s going to crash. And Javi has already had enough blows in his life.”

I lower my gaze, feeling a pang of guilt.

“I haven’t encouraged anything. We’re friends, nothing more.”

“I know,” she says quickly. “I know you haven’t done anything wrong. But he… he falls in love silently. And with you, he’s falling hard. I see it in how he looks at you, how he gets nervous when you talk about leaving the center, how your name slips into every conversation.”

I remain silent. Because deep down I suspected it, but hearing it from Patri’s mouth makes it real.

“And I know that deep down he’s in love with you,” I add quietly. “He told me…”

Patricia freezes. The silence stretches so long I can almost hear the second hand ticking on the hallway clock. Then she slowly exhales.

“I know,” she finally admits. “I’ve known for years. Since he used to look at me like I was some kind of miracle every time I worked with him in a session. At first I thought it was admiration, then gratitude... but no. It’s love. The kind that hurts when it’s not reciprocated. That’s why I don’t want the same thing to happen with you.”

Her voice breaks a little. She clears her throat with a cough.

“And it’s not easy to handle, Nerea. Because I love him too. A lot. But not in the way he needs. I love him like a little brother, like a soul friend, like someone I’d protect with my life. But I can’t love him as a partner. I just can’t. And it kills me knowing that he knows this and still keeps loving me.”

She covers her face with her hands for a second, takes a deep breath.

“And then there’s the physical part,” she continues, lowering her voice. “Javi has had several significant erections during sessions with me. The first time I froze, I didn’t know where to look. Then I learned how to handle it: lower the sheet, change position, talk about anything else... But girl...” she suddenly laughs, with that mischievous laugh I like so much, “you wouldn’t believe the equipment that guy has. You can’t imagine he’d have that piece of a cock. It’s like God said ‘okay, I’ll screw up everything else, but I’ll make it up to you here.’ It’s enormous.”

“Don’t tell me that!” I burst out laughing. “I won’t be able to look him in the face again without thinking about...”

We both laugh hysterically, covering our mouths to keep quiet. My stomach hurts from laughing, and she wipes away a tear of laughter with the back of her hand.

“I swear,” she continues between hiccups. “Once I had to stop the session because it was so obvious it looked like it was going to burst through his pants. I told him: ‘Javi, take a deep breath and think about something else’ and he answered ‘yeah, but I can’t help it. I’m not doing it on purpose.’ We both laughed like idiots. But seriously... damn, it’s huge.”

We keep laughing, but suddenly Patricia turns serious again. She wipes her eyes and looks at me with a sadness that hits me hard.

“Life treats people like Javi so unfairly,” she says quietly. “It gives him a brilliant mind, a huge heart, a sense of humor that gets you through the bad days... and then takes away his chance to experience everything. It takes away kisses, sex, independence, the feeling of being desired by someone who can touch him without it being ‘therapeutic.’ And he handles it with a dignity that breaks my heart. He never complains, never plays the victim. But I know that inside, he dies a little every time he sees a couple walking hand in hand or when he hears others talking about their hookups.”

Her eyes get moist, but she doesn’t cry.

“And the worst part is that he believes he doesn’t deserve physical love. That his body is a burden. And the reality is that it is. If he didn’t have that disability, he’d be a perfect guy. He’s a man who feels, who desires, who responds... but the world has decided he’s not good enough for that. And I can’t give him what he wants, because I don’t feel it. And I hate myself for it.”

She falls silent. I don’t know what to say either.

“So please,” she finally continues, “be his friend. Be his confidant. But don’t let him dream of something that’s not going to happen. Because if one day he believes there’s a possibility and then realizes there isn’t... he’ll break. And I don’t want to pick up those pieces.”

I nod slowly, with a lump in my throat.

“I promise.”

Patricia takes my hand and squeezes it hard.

“Thank you. And I’m sorry if it sounds harsh. It’s just that... I care about him too much.”

We stay like that for a while, in silence, with our hands intertwined. And I understand that sometimes love is also this: protecting someone from yourself, even when it hurts.

In the middle of summer, the heat is already dense, sticky, with that characteristic smell of salt and sunscreen that announces the Andalusian summer. Mateo appears at my room at six in the evening, outside his normal hours, wearing a simple white t-shirt that shows off his shoulders and light blue jeans. He has his sunglasses hanging from the neck of his shirt and a shy smile that makes my pulse quicken a bit.

“Feel like getting a drink outside?” he asks, leaning against the doorframe. “It’s a nice evening. We could go to the beach, have an ice cream or a cold beer, and you can walk outside this place. It’ll do you good to get out for a while.”

I accept without thinking twice. It’s the first time I’ve left the center since I arrived, apart from medical visits. It both excites me and makes me nervous in equal measure.

I dress as if it were a date, though I tell myself it isn’t. I choose a white summer dress with yellow daisy prints that my mother brought me during one of her visits: ankle-length, thin straps, square neckline that reveals my collarbones and skin already slightly tanned from walks with Javi in the gardens. It’s fresh, flowing, moves with the breeze. I put on my white Adidas, because heels are still science fiction and I need comfort. I let my hair down, which now reaches below my shoulders, and put on a little makeup. I look in the mirror: I’m not the model I used to be, but I’m starting to look a bit like myself again. I look cute.

Mateo folds the wheelchair easily and puts it in the trunk of his car. He helps me get into the passenger seat, adjusting the seatbelt carefully to avoid touching my hip. He drives in silence for the first few minutes, the radio playing Spanish music I don’t recognize at low volume, but it sounds nice.

We arrive at Victoria Beach, that quiet area near the rehabilitation center. The sun is still high, the sky intensely blue, the golden sand filled with families and couples. Mateo parks and helps me get out. We start walking along the promenade, with the sea to our left gently breaking against the shore. The air smells like summer and beach bars starting to fire up their grills. The aroma of espetos (grilled sardines) fills the air.

We walk — me with my cane and him by my side — for half an hour. At first I feel strong, proud: each step is a victory. But the heat, the slippery sand, and the effort to maintain balance... begin to take their toll. My legs tremble, my hip protests with a dull throb. I stop, leaning my weight on the cane.

“I can’t go any further,” I admit, breathing a little heavily.

Mateo doesn’t say anything, just nods and accompanies me to a nearby bench. He leaves me there with a “I’ll be right back” and runs to the car to get the wheelchair. While I wait, I buy a vanilla ice cream from a nearby kiosk. I sit on the bench, licking the ice cream that melts quickly, watching the sea and the people walking by.

Mateo returns with the wheelchair, helps me sit down, and sits beside me with his own chocolate ice cream.

“I’m starting to remember everything,” I say suddenly, without looking at him.

He freezes, then nods slowly.

“I told you it would be a matter of time,” he responds softly. “The brain reorganizes itself. You just needed to have a little patience.”

“I still have gaps,” I continue. “But I remember breaking up with Fran. I remember the argument, the scandal with the photos... and my departure to Madrid. As if I had fled.”

Mateo eats his ice cream, thoughtful.

“That’s more or less how it happened,” he finally says. “You left shortly after the graduation summer. After the fashion show in Seville. The photos appeared the next day... You wouldn’t believe the scandal it caused.”

I look at the horizon, the sun is starting to set.

“And Fran? Do you know anything about him?”

Mateo shrugs.

“I lost track of him years ago, like almost everyone else. But everybody knows he’s married to a Domecq. Carlota, I think her name is. The youngest daughter of the businessman. They appear in gossip magazines from time to time: charity events, celebrity weddings, that sort of thing.”

It comes to me like a vivid flash: the night of the fashion show in Seville, Carlota next to Fran, Verónica smiling with her as if they were family. The black Mercedes, the door closing, and his final look of disdain.

“I’m surprised you don’t remember them,” he says quietly.

“Do they appear in the media that much...?”

Mateo glances at me.

“They appear quite often, yes. They’re regulars at all kinds of events. Openings, fairs, Andalusian jet-set parties. But you... in Madrid, you distanced yourself a lot from that circle. I guess you weren’t following them.”

The ice cream has already melted between my fingers and the sun is starting to set, tinting the sea with a soft orange. We’re sitting very close together, and the silence has become comfortable until, suddenly, a question comes out without a filter.

“Mateo... have you had a girlfriend? I know you don’t now, but...”

He stays still for a second, looking at the horizon. Then he turns his head toward me, with that half-smile that always disarms me a little.

“I’ve had things,” he says, shrugging. “Some lasted months, others weeks. But nothing serious. Nothing that reached... I don’t know, bringing her home to meet the family or imagining a future together.”

I nod slowly, processing. I imagine beautiful, intelligent women, dating him during his university years or residency. Women who perhaps couldn’t see what I’m beginning to see now.

“And why not?” I ask quietly.

He sighs, runs a hand through his hair.

“I guess I never found someone I completely clicked with. Or maybe I didn’t know how to fit in. Work, the crazy residency hours, the specialty... there was always an excuse. And eventually you get used to being alone.”

The silence returns, but this time it’s different. Heavier. Suddenly I don’t know what to talk about. I look at the sea, at my hands, at the wheelchair. He also seems to be searching for a conversation topic: he clears his throat, looks at his watch... The breeze moves my dress, the yellow daisies dance against the white fabric, but I no longer feel the lightness from before.

“It's getting late,” he finally says, in a neutral voice. “We should get back to the center before it gets completely dark.”

I nod. He helps me stand up, puts his arm around my waist to support me while I sit down. He puts the wheelchair in the trunk, opens the passenger door for me. We make the return journey in silence. The radio is off, only the purr of the engine and the occasional noise of other cars can be heard. I look out the window: the lights of the beach bars turning on, couples walking hand in hand, children running or riding bicycles. Everything seems normal, but between us a strange tension has formed, like a stretched elastic band that neither of us wants to release.

We arrive at the center. Mateo parks at the accessible entrance, takes out the wheelchair, helps me sit down. He accompanies me to the main door, pushing the chair in silence. In the lobby, under the fluorescent light, he crouches down to my level.

“Thanks for the afternoon,” he says, and his voice sounds a bit hoarse. “It was... nice.”

I smile, but it comes out forced.

“Thank you.”

He leans in slowly, as if hesitating, and gives me a kiss on the cheek. His one-day stubble gently scratches against my skin, his warm breath brushes my ear for a second longer than necessary. I stay still, feeling the warmth of his lips, the smell of his cologne mixed with the sea salt.

He pulls away, looks at me for a moment with those eyes that I now know how to read better, and murmurs a “see you tomorrow” before turning around and leaving.

I stay there, in the chair, touching my cheek where he kissed me. The lobby is empty, just the receptionist typing something on the computer. And I feel that something has changed between us. I don't know if for better or worse. But it has changed.

I lie down on the bed still wearing my dress, with a strange excitement. The afternoon with Mateo has been like a dream. I remember the invisible boy from school, when he was nobody, and I see him completely changed, transformed into a grown man.

He's attentive, caring, and I think my heart is starting to beat at a different rhythm when I'm with him. I don't know if I want to get into something much deeper, but the feeling of being together is more than pleasant. I enjoy his company. I know he's still in love with me. I don't want to sound pretentious, but a woman knows these things. She feels them, and I know it. And I love that feeling.

I continue with my daydreaming when I hear muffled moans in the room across from mine. It's Javi's. With some discomfort, I approach his room and knock on the door. I have muscle soreness from the walk with Mateo, but I hear the moans again. It sounds like Javi is crying. The hallway is almost empty. I only encounter the occasional aide accompanying a patient to therapy. When I reach Javi's door, I knock with my knuckles and without waiting for an answer, I open it.

I had never seen Javi with such a tense face. His cheeks are soaked with tears and he keeps writhing in pain. Stammering, he asks me to call a physical therapist or someone.

I leave as quickly as I can, and alert the nurse on duty. Within minutes Patricia appears, who is on call tonight. She enters Javi's room and reassures me before closing the door.

“Don't worry, Nerea. It's not the first time this has happened to him. He'll be perfectly fine in a little while.”

After half an hour of waiting, I knock on the door. Patricia lets me in. When I enter, I see her giving Javier a massage on his abductor muscle. I notice that Javi is lying on his back on the portable stretcher that Patri brings to the rooms. He's not wearing pants. His legs are shiny from the products Patricia is using. On his upper body he's wearing a long-sleeved blue polo shirt and I can see a white undershirt beneath it.

Javier is calm and not complaining about anything, but I sense a certain discomfort when he sees me. I notice he's looking toward the opposite side from where Patricia is giving him the massage. She's working very professionally on that area that Javier has mentioned to me on occasion gets very tight.


“It hit him really hard this time,” she explains to me. “He must have been in tremendous pain. But he's relaxing now.”

Javier's face continues looking in the opposite direction from where I am, and then I realize why. He has a more than evident erection, although Patricia tries to divert attention by commenting on a series that aired last night. I confirm that she didn't exaggerate at all when she talked about his size. His underwear can barely contain his penis, which is peeking out from the elastic.

When she works on the inner part of the abductor, she occasionally brushes against the glans that's starting to peek out. Patricia realizes how inappropriate the situation is and asks me to leave the room.

“I'd like to stay, if you don't mind.”

Patricia's professionalism doesn't crack in the slightest and she gets up to fetch a sheet that she places over Javier's underwear so his excitement isn't noticeable. She continues with the massage, but despite Javier's continued attempts to divert attention by talking about the series, he can't get his erection to subside in the slightest.

Patricia, who continues with the massage, looks up and sees Javier's face, which is completely embarrassed. With an impulse, she stops massaging and looks at me defiantly.

“To hell with it!” she exclaims.

I look at her and feel like she’s about to scold Javier harshly. She holds my gaze.

“Leave, please. I don’t want any problems, Nerea,” she tells me very seriously.

“I assure you there won’t be any,” I reassure her.

I want to stay to back Javier up in case Patricia goes too far with her scolding. Although I understand her, I’m aware that Javi can’t do anything to prevent what’s happening to him. Patricia gets up and goes to the door, and when she reaches it, she locks it. I’m surprised, but I assume it’s because she doesn’t want anyone to interrupt what she’s going to say to Javi. As she turns back, she stops at the thermostat to raise the temperature by two degrees. What happens next completely throws me off. She gives me a look filled with intensity. For a second, what’s about to happen crosses my mind, but I refuse to believe it. She stands next to Javier and whispers to him with infinite tenderness:

“You’re a person like everyone else, Javi. What’s happening to you would happen to every guy I know. I don’t want you to feel ashamed. We’ve known each other for a long time, and you deserve only good things. Nerea can confirm what I’m saying...”


I nod my head, but I don’t dare say a word.

“I’m so sorry, Patri...” Javi stammers, slurring his words and extremely nervous.


“Shhh,” Patricia silences him by putting a finger to his lips. “I know you’re a virgin because you’ve hinted at it before, and that’s okay. I was, am, and will always be by your side because apart from our relationship as physical therapist and patient, we’re friends.”

I’m surprised, but my lips are sealed, unable to articulate a single word.

“He deserves it,” Patricia tells me, and I nod. “If this is going to be a problem for you, it’s better if you leave now.”

In complete silence, I nod my head. I think I should leave. This is a moment that should be just for the two of them.

After what happened between Patricia and Javi, I feel that the tension between us has increased. Now the atmosphere is thicker, as if the walls had absorbed every gasp and every caress. Javi is sitting on the stretcher, with the sheet covering his waist, his face red to the ears and his eyes fixed on the floor. His hands tremble slightly on his thighs, and his breathing is still choppy. Patricia has gone to the bathroom for a moment to compose herself; I stay there because he asked me with his eyes not to leave him alone.

I approach and sit in the wheelchair next to the stretcher.

“Javi... look at me.”

He slowly raises his gaze; his big brown eyes are full of shame.

“You shouldn’t feel bad,” I tell him in a soft but firm voice. “What happened is normal. You’re a man, you have desires, you have reactions. All men get erections. It’s nothing strange or bad.”

He shrugs, tries to smile, but the smile comes out forced, and he shakes his head.

“Even so, I feel embarrassed,” he murmurs with a thick voice. “I’ve spent my whole life trying to make sure no one sees me as... as a body that doesn’t work. And in moments like this, just when it shouldn’t react, my body decides to remind me that it does work, but at the worst time.”

I take his hand. It’s warm and a little damp.

“Javi, listen to me. What happened is not ‘the worst time.’ It was a human moment. Patricia was helping you with a pain that was killing you, and your body reacted to the contact, to the affection. That doesn’t make you less of a man. It makes you more human.”

He squeezes my hand, weak but sincere.

“It’s just... it had never happened with her before. Well, yes, many times, but never so... obvious. And on top of that, you were there. I feel like a kid caught doing something wrong.”

I laugh at his candor.

“Not a kid, a man who feels. And Patricia wasn’t angry. She didn’t mock you. She treated you with the same affection as always. That says a lot about her.”

Javi sighs, runs his free hand over his face.

“Thanks for comforting me. And for not laughing.”

“I would never laugh,” I say seriously. “You’re my friend. And what happened today stays between the three of us.”

Patricia returns at that moment, with her ponytail redone and her face washed. She looks at both of us, smiles with that mixture of tenderness and professionalism that only she has, and tells Javi to get dressed slowly, that there’s no rush. He nods, still red, but a little calmer.

Later, Patricia asks me to stay for a moment after the exercises. I’m sweaty, with my leg trembling from exhaustion, but I sit on the stretcher and look at her.

“Nerea,” she begins, closing the door to the room, “I need your absolute confidentiality about what happened in that room, please. My job is at stake.”

I nod without hesitation.

“As far as I’m concerned, it was just a massage,” I say. “Javi had unbearable pain in his back and hips. You helped relieve it. Period. Nothing else happened. Don’t worry.”

She stares at me for a second, as if assessing whether I’m telling the truth, and then exhales, relieved.

“Thank you. You don’t know how much I appreciate it. Javi... he’s special to me. Very special, as you know. And I don’t want anyone to misinterpret what happened.”

I smile.

“Don’t worry. Nobody will know, and nobody will judge. Especially not me.”

Patricia sits beside me on the table, takes off her shoes and crosses her legs. She’s tired, but relaxed.

My body responds much better now: my right hip moves fluidly, the muscles in my back no longer complain every time I turn, and the leg that used to tremble now supports my weight without protest. Patricia knows this. Without moving much, her hands begin to give me a gentle massage, more of a caress than a therapeutic treatment. Her hands are soft, there’s no urgency or professional movements; nothing needs to be forced. She just caresses and relaxes me, in a natural way.

Her fingers glide over my shoulder blades, pressing on the knots that form after my morning exercises. The almond oil smells sweet, warm, and her touch is firm but affectionate, as always. But today there’s something different. Her movements are slower, more thoughtful. I notice she’s breathing more deeply, that her hands linger a second longer with each stroke. She’s tense. I can feel it in the stiffness of her shoulders when she touches my neck, in how she presses her lips together each time she exhales.

“You seem tense,” I say quietly, without moving my head. “More than usual.”

She lets out a short sigh, almost a bitter laugh.

“Life can be really cruel sometimes, Nerea. And it always picks on the weakest.”

Her hands stop at the lower part of my back and slide toward my hip, right where the surgery scar still pulls a bit. She presses with the heel of her palm, slowly.

“Is that why you want to take photos where you look strong?” I ask, turning my head slightly to try to see her. “Where you look like a powerful woman with nothing to hide?”

She stays silent for a moment. Then she resumes the massage, but now her movements are slower, almost mechanical.

“Yes,” she finally admits. “All my life I’ve had to fight against really tough things. And I was always told I had to be strong. That I couldn’t show weakness. That if I cried, I lost. That if I complained, they’d see me as a victim. So I learned to put on armor. To smile when I was hurting. To keep going, even though each damn day was another stumbling block.”

Her fingers move up my spine, tracing each vertebra.

“What things?” I ask carefully, because I know I’m entering delicate territory.

Silence again. Longer this time. Her hands stop on my shoulders, and for a moment I think she’s going to change the subject. But then she sighs, deeply, and continues massaging.

“My father left when I was twelve. He ran off with another woman and left my mother and me with a mortgage we couldn’t pay. My mother worked as an office cleaner, night shifts, and I stayed home alone. At fifteen, I started working weekends at a bar to help with the bills. I lived in shared apartments, studied physical therapy through distance learning, paying for my degree with crappy jobs: waitress, delivery person, whatever came up. I broke my back carrying boxes in a warehouse to pay for my final year. And when I finally finished, when I thought I could finally breathe... I met him.”

She pauses. Her hands stop on my shoulders, pressing a knot that isn’t muscular.

“He was controlling. Jealous. At first, I thought it was his way of protecting me. Then it turned into something worse, like a prison. He wouldn’t let me wear low-cut tops, or go topless at the beach, or go out with friends without him knowing where I was. If I talked to a male patient, he’d make a huge scene. Once, when I got home after working all day, he slapped me because he’d seen me laughing with a coworker. He told me I was ‘too pretty,’ that I ‘provoked’ others. The next step was calling me a cocktease. And I, who had always been strong, shrank. I made myself smaller. I stopped looking in the mirror because I was afraid of liking what I saw.”

Her fingers resume the massage, but now they’re softer, almost like a caress. For a few seconds, neither of us says anything.

“You don’t have to tell me anything else if you don’t want to,” I say, and my voice comes out soft. “But if you want to, I’m here. I’m a good listener.”

She smiles, a small but genuine smile.

“I know, and I appreciate it. And now... turn over.”

I turn onto my back. She covers me with the sheet up to my waist and begins massaging my chest and shoulders.

I lie still, sensing something heavy is coming. I take her hand to encourage her.

“Tell me if you want to.”

She nods slowly, takes a deep breath.

“The relationship lasted three years. I swear... at first he seemed perfect. Handsome, stable job, attentive. But gradually everything started to change. He became possessive, jealous to levels you can’t imagine. What I just told you about. If I wore a slightly low neckline, he’d make a scene: ‘Who are you dressing up for?’ If I went to the beach and wanted to go topless — something I’ve always enjoyed, feeling the sun on my whole body — he would forbid it. Literally forbid it. He said it was disrespectful to him, that other men would look at me, that I was provoking them, that I had no respect for him or myself. He made me feel like a slut just for wanting to sunbathe topless.”

She pauses, squeezes my hand.

“If I met up with my friends without him, he’d bombard me with messages: ‘Where are you? Who are you with? Why aren’t you answering?’ If I took five minutes to respond, he was already calling, always with his doubts and accusing me of cheating. And if he saw me talking to any guy — a gym buddy, a client at the center, whatever — he would go crazy. He would yell, grab my arm, call me a whore, say I was humiliating him.”

I freeze. Patricia, the strong woman who lifts bodies and souls every day, speaking with a trembling voice and showing a fragility I never knew existed.

“There was physical violence too. Not hard blows, but pushing, grabbing my arm until his fingers left marks, and the slap I told you about. He completely isolated me. I stopped seeing most of my friends because I couldn’t stand the drama. I stopped wearing clothes I liked. I stopped being me.”

Her eyes moisten, but she doesn’t cry. She continues the massage in silence. I hear her breathing deeply. Suddenly, while her hands keep sliding over my shoulder blades with that perfect pressure I know by heart, she breaks the silence.

“I have a son,” she says, her voice low, almost as if testing whether the words can be pronounced without breaking. “His name is Adrián. He’s eight years old.”

Her fingers pause for a moment at the base of my neck. I don’t move. I don’t say anything. I just wait, because I know the worst is coming, what she hasn’t wanted to tell me.

“And he has cerebral palsy,” she continues. “It’s a severe form. With significant developmental delays. He doesn’t speak, doesn’t walk, can’t fully control his head. He needs an adapted wheelchair, needs help eating, and oxygen at night because his lungs don’t expand properly. Sometimes he has seizures that last minutes and leave him trembling for hours. But he’s mine. And he is...”

She takes a long pause. Her voice finally breaks.

“I don’t know if you want me to explain the technical details,” she says, with a touch of bitter irony in her voice, “but I suppose so. Because when people hear ‘cerebral palsy’ they think of a child who limps a little or talks funny. And unfortunately, Adrián’s condition isn’t that. Adrián is... an entire lifetime of struggle condensed into a useless body with a brain that will never function properly.”

Her tone is monotonous, as if she were tired of telling the same story over and over again:

“Cerebral palsy isn’t a progressive disease like multiple sclerosis or Parkinson’s. It’s a static brain injury: something that happened when the brain was forming, before, during, or right after birth. In Adrián’s case, it was during birth. He suffered severe hypoxia. The umbilical cord got wrapped around him, the placenta partially detached, and for twelve minutes his brain didn’t receive enough oxygen. Twelve minutes that were enough for the motor neurons in the cerebral cortex and basal ganglia to be irreversibly damaged.”

She pauses, and I notice how she presses a little harder, as if she were releasing onto my back the rage she can’t let out anywhere else.

“The damage is bilateral and symmetrical, especially in the areas that control voluntary movement and muscle tone. All four limbs are affected. His muscles are in constant hypertonia: rigid, contracted, as if the brain were sending incorrect signals all the time. When he tries to move, his body doesn’t obey; and he has tremors, spasms, and chronic pain. The significant delay comes from damage in other areas. Not just motor skills. He doesn’t speak either. He has basic comprehension — he knows who I am, recognizes my voice, gets happy when I come in — but he can’t articulate words. He doesn’t control his orofacial muscles. The dysphagia is severe: he swallows poorly, chokes easily, that’s why he has a gastrostomy.”

She pauses again. I notice her breathing faster.

“And the cognitive part... it’s hard to know how much he understands. Standard tests don’t work with children who have such severe motor damage. But I know he understands much more than he can show. When I read him stories, his eyes light up. When I play music he likes — always the same lullaby I used to sing to him as a baby — his whole body relaxes. He smiles. It’s not a reflex smile. It’s a real smile. I can see it in his eyes. And that destroys me.”

Her eyes are filled with tears.

“Every day is a battle. Getting him out of bed, dressing him, changing his diaper, giving him medication through a feeding tube, suctioning his secretions because saliva builds up and he can’t swallow it. And sleepless nights when he has a crisis. Or when he cries for no apparent reason and I don’t know if something hurts, if he’s afraid, if he’s sad... or if he’s just tired of living trapped in a body that doesn’t obey him.”

She falls silent. Her hands stop on my shoulders, pressing with contained strength.

“And even so... I love him with a force that frightens me. Because he’s my son. Because when he looks at me, I feel like he sees me. That he knows I’m here. And that gives me strength to continue. To get up every morning even when I haven’t slept. To fight with the administration for therapies not covered by Social Security. To look for extra money by working overtime.”

“What should be my pride and passion...” she says, and her voice comes out low, hoarse, as if the words scratch her throat as they leave, “has become my greatest failure.”

She falls silent for a second. I don’t move. I don’t even dare to breathe heavily.

“My ex ran away,” she continues, and there’s such raw bitterness in her tone that it hurts to hear it. “When Adrián was two months old and it was already clear that he wasn’t going to be a ‘normal’ child, that he would never walk, never talk, that he would need care for his entire life... he looked at me and told me, word for word, that he hadn’t been born to take care of a deficient person for the rest of his life. Just like that, with those words. As if Adrián were a broken toy that could be thrown away. He left one afternoon, with a suitcase and without looking back. He didn’t even take a photo. Nothing. And the worst part is that sometimes I think he did the right thing.”

I don’t feel prepared to say anything, but I realize that Patricia isn’t looking for words of comfort. She just seems to want to unburden herself.

“If it weren’t for my mother...” she whispers. “She has been the only support in my life since then. She takes care of him when I work. She gives him love, bathes him, feeds him through the tube while I’m here stretching other people’s muscles. She’s the one who gets up at three in the morning when Adrián has a crisis and I’m exhausted after a full day’s work. She’s the one who sings him the same lullaby every night, even though he doesn’t understand the lyrics. Without her... I don’t know what would have become of us.”

She falls silent. I notice she’s trembling a little, though she tries to hide it.

“And isn’t he in a special center?” I ask carefully, because I know it’s a delicate question.

She shakes her head slowly.

“No. For now, he’s at home. But I know that inevitably he’ll end up in one. There’s no escape. My mother is seventy-three years old. She gets more tired every day. I work double shifts to pay the mortgage and the therapies that Social Security doesn’t cover. Adrián needs twenty-four-hour care: diaper changes, anticonvulsant medication, suctioning secretions several times a day, daily physical therapy to prevent contractures, therapy to stimulate the little that can be stimulated. It’s an exhausting routine. And I... I can’t handle everything alone. My mother helps me now, but the day will come when she can’t. And then... the only option will be to put him in a facility. A residence specialized in severe cerebral palsy. I know it. I’ve accepted it. But it hurts. It hurts to imagine it.”

She sits beside me on the table. Her eyes are full of hopelessness. She’s the living image of desolation.

“Does his condition have anything to do with Javi’s?” I ask, because I’m beginning to understand many things.

She nods slowly.

“Yes. But Adrián is worse than Javi. Much worse. Adrián’s cerebral palsy is a very severe form. He has absolutely no voluntary control. Javi, compared to him, is much better off.”

She pauses, takes a deep breath.

“Adri’s cognitive delay is profound. Javi is smart, as you’ve seen. Adri is not. He can’t speak, doesn’t point, doesn’t use communication devices consistently. I know he understands something. He understands when I talk to him, when I sing to him, when I caress his face. He smiles. He cries. He gets scared. He feels. And that’s what hurts the most: knowing that he feels something, but not knowing what.”

She falls silent. Her hands tremble slightly on the sheet.

“That’s why I have such an affinity with Javi,” she finally says. “Because he also lives trapped in a body that doesn’t obey him, although he has a lucid mind that understands what he’s missing. In his case, he’s aware that he needs the special care that a place like this offers. And he has never wanted to be too much of a burden on anyone.”

She raises her eyes to look at me.

“Adrián will never get better.”

She falls silent. I don’t say anything either. I just look at her, feeling her words pierce my chest.

Finally, I reach out and take her hand. I squeeze it tightly, but I don’t know what to say. There are no words of comfort. There aren’t any.

“Is there anyone in your life?” I ask, almost fearfully. The silence that precedes her answer is brief. Suddenly she lets out a laugh. It’s short, dry, joyless. A laugh that comes out more like a complaint.

“Someone in my life?” she repeats, and her voice has an edge of irony I hadn’t heard before. “No man in his right mind would start a relationship with me, Nerea. I’m thirty-two, I have a body that’s great fun in bed, but I also have an eight-year-old son with severe cerebral palsy, a mother who’s getting older, and a life that revolves around medication schedules, medical appointments, sleepless nights, and bills that never stop coming. Who would want to take on all that? Who would want to wake up at three in the morning because Adrián is having a crisis and needs suctioning, or because my mother has fallen trying to lift him by herself? Who would want to plan vacations knowing you have to find accessible hotels, special transportation, accompanying nurses? Nobody. Nobody in their right mind.”

She pauses, then launches in again:

“Sometimes I have needs,” she admits, and her voice drops a tone, almost as if she were confessing a secret. “Physical needs. For contact. To feel desired. To come without thinking about anything but myself for a few minutes. And it’s not too difficult for me to find a one-night stand. There are apps, bars, men who see a tall woman with curves, with desire... and don’t ask questions. A quick, intense fuck, no promises. In a hotel, at his place, in the car if necessary. I dress well, put on makeup, and for an hour or two I’m just a woman who wants to fuck. Nothing more. No name, no past, no baggage.”

I lower my gaze, somewhat embarrassed.

“But never anything more than that,” she continues. “Because when it’s over, when the light goes out and he falls asleep or leaves, I go back home. Back to the harsh reality: the smell of urine and medicine in Adrián’s room, my mother’s voice asking me if the night went well, the exhaustion that accumulates in my bones. The baggage is too heavy. Nobody wants to carry it. And I... I don’t have the strength anymore to ask anyone to do it. Besides, it wouldn’t be fair.”

I want to tell her that I understand. That I understand perfectly, but I prefer not to say anything. I feel that every word could cause more harm.

“You’re strong,” I tell her, and my voice comes out hoarse.

She lets out a soft, almost sad laugh.

“I wish I were. But I’m not. I’m just a woman with a shitty life.”

Summer 2025

The next day I wake up with sunlight flooding the room. It’s one of those radiant summer days in Málaga, where the sky is an infinite blue without a cloud to stain it, and the air already carries the salty smell of the sea mixed with the freshly cut grass from the gardens. I sit up in bed, carefully stretch my right leg—the scar on my hip still pulls a bit, but it’s no longer the incapacitating pain of a few months ago—and look at the calendar on the wall: six months have passed since the accident. Six months of pain, tears, and slow progress. But today I feel alive. Strong. And wanting something more.

I grab my phone and dial Mateo’s number without thinking twice. He answers on the third ring with his characteristic deep, warm voice.

“Nerea, good morning. Is everything okay?”

“Everything’s great,” I say, trying to sound casual. “It’s a spectacular day. Would you like to have some grilled sardines on the beach? My treat. I feel like going out, walking around, sitting and watching the sea... Would you like to join me?”

Silence for a second. I imagine his smile on the other end.

“Sounds perfect. I’ll pick you up in an hour.”

I hang up with my heart beating a little faster. I get up slowly, go to the bathroom and look at myself in the mirror. The reflection shows me a Nerea who’s beginning to recognize herself: my hair is longer now, almost shoulder-length, my skin has a touch of tan. But what has really changed is the expression in my eyes. They shine with something new: desire, perhaps.

I decide to dress beautifully, sexy, but without overdoing it—I’m still not ready for high heels or short skirts that would make me feel unstable. I choose a summer dress that I asked my mother for: coral red, with thin straps that leave my shoulders bare, a V-neckline that accentuates my chest without showing too much, ankle-length but with a side slit that goes up to mid-thigh. The fabric is light, fresh, clinging slightly to my curves when I move. I put on a black bra that enhances what remains of my model figure, and matching lace panties. I apply a bit more makeup than usual. I need to feel beautiful again. I use mascara to lengthen my lashes, and paint my lips a bright red. I decide to wear my hair loose, with a salt spray to give it beachy volume and a carefree feel. But the best part will be the shoes: flat golden sandals. For the first time, I’m going to forgo athletic shoes and wear something more feminine. They’re flat, comfortable for walking on sand, but with a flirty touch. I prioritize comfort, but today I don’t want to sacrifice style. Patricia has painted my toenails, which now shine fire-engine red.

Mateo arrives punctually, as always. He gets out of the car to help me, but I’m already standing at the entrance, with the folded crutch under my arm —I barely need it anymore, but just in case. He looks at me for a second too long, his eyes traveling over my dress, and I notice how he swallows.

“You look... gorgeous,” he says, his voice coming out a bit husky.

“Thank you,” I respond with a smile, feeling warmth rising up my neck. “You don’t look bad yourself.”

He’s wearing a white linen shirt, fitted light jeans, and boat shoes. His hair is tousled by the wind, with two-day stubble that gives him a mature look, sexy without trying. It’s curious how handsome he is, and how little he believes it. He opens the passenger door for me, helps me get in with that gentleness of his that makes me feel cared for, but not invalid.

He drives toward Pedregalejo beach, that area of traditional beach bars where the espetos are legendary. The road runs along the sea, the infinite blue to our right, the wind coming in through the lowered windows. I put music on the radio: something soft, so as not to break the moment. The wind coming through the windows moves my hair, and I close my eyes and try to capture every last ray of sunshine. I adore the smell of summer. For a moment I’m aware that, for the first time in months, I am completely happy.

We arrive and park near the promenade. Mateo takes the wheelchair out of the trunk, but I ask him to leave it in the car. I want to walk. He takes my arm naturally, his warm hand on my elbow, and we stroll across the fine sand to a beach bar with wooden tables under wicker umbrellas. The smell of sardines grilling on the espeto boat instantly whets my appetite. We sit at a table facing the sea, the waves breaking gently a few meters away.

We order two skewers of sardines, a roasted pepper salad, cold beers, and some grilled prawns. While we wait, conversation flows naturally between us.

“How are you feeling with the recovery?” he asks, taking a sip of beer, the foam lingering for a second on his upper lip. “I have the feeling that from now on, you’re going to progress much faster. The worst is already behind you.”

“Better every day,” I reply, looking at him intently. “At first it was hell, but now... now I’m beginning to see the end. Thanks to Patricia, to you... to everyone. It’s been really hard, but I feel stronger every day.”

He smiles, that smile that crinkles his eyes and makes me feel warm inside.

“You’re the one putting in the effort. We just coordinate and help. But yes, you’re advancing by leaps and bounds. In a month or two, goodbye crutch, and you can continue rehabilitation at home.”

We talk about Javi for a while. I tell him that our walks are now almost hikes, that yesterday we talked about his shattered dreams and how he finds joy in small things.

“He’s an incredible kid,” Mateo says, serious. “He has a resilience that many of us would envy. He doesn’t stop talking about you. You’ve got an admirer for life there.”

I smile.

“He’s my battle companion. He teaches me as much as I teach him, even though I had a rough start with him. But meeting him has been one of the best things that’s happened to me during this difficult time in my life. With him I’ve learned the essence of what’s important and the emptiness of what’s accessory.”

The food arrives: A platter with sardines skewered on a cane, grilled to perfection, crispy on the outside, juicy on the inside. The red prawns steaming, the fresh salad glistening with virgin olive oil. Mateo spears a sardine with his fork, carefully peels it, and offers me a piece, holding it close to my mouth.

“Try it. This is a divine pleasure,” he says, his voice coming out a little lower.

I open my mouth, let him feed me. The fish is hot, salty, perfect. I chew slowly, looking into his eyes. Then I take a prawn, peel it with my fingers —the juice runs down my fingers— and bring it close to him.

“Now you try,” I say, fixing my eyes on his.

He opens his mouth, his lips brushing my fingers for a second. He chews, but doesn’t look away. I take another prawn, peel it, and this time, when I give it to him, I leave my fingers a second longer in his mouth. He closes his lips around them, gently sucking, licking the salty juice from my skin. I feel a warmth rising up my arm, traveling down to my stomach.

The temperature rises, and not just the weather. The sun is hot, but it’s not just that. It’s his gaze, which has darkened a bit. It’s my dress, sticking to my skin with sweat. I take a piece of sardine with my fingers, offer it to him. He takes it, his tongue grazing my thumb. Then he gives me a prawn, and when I bite into it, I leave my lips on his fingers, gently sucking the salt and juice. His breath quickens, I see him swallow.

“Nerea...” he murmurs.

We don’t say anything else. We continue eating like this, alternating bites, touches. His fingers on my lips, mine on his. The air charges with something electric. I lean toward him, my knee brushing his under the table.

Then he leans in too, his hand on the nape of my neck, and kisses me. Softly at first, lips against lips, the salty taste of the food mixed with his own. Then deeper, his tongue touching mine, my hand on his chest. The kiss lasts an eternity, the world disappears: just the sea, the sun, his lips.

We separate, breathing heavily. He looks at me with his dark, somewhat sad eyes.

“I’ve been wanting to do that forever,” he whispers.

I smile and touch his face.

“Then do it again.”

And he does. The kiss on the beach lingers, deepens, becomes something neither of us wants to end. Mateo’s hands on my waist, mine on the back of his neck, the taste of salt and beer in his mouth, the distant sound of waves like a perfect soundtrack. When we separate, breathing a little heavily, his eyes are bright, and his voice comes out husky.

“Let’s go to my place,” he whispers, brushing my cheek with his thumb. “My apartment is ten minutes away. We can... continue there. No rush.”

My heart skips a beat. I want to say yes. I want to lose myself in him, in his hands, in his bed. But suddenly I feel the weight of my body: the scar that still pulls when I move too much, the leg that tires before its time, the insecurity that whispers to me that I’m not ready for him to see me naked with the lights on, with all my marks and limitations.

“I don’t know if I’m ready,” I say quietly, looking at the ground. “Physically... and emotionally. It still hurts sometimes. And I’m afraid of... I don’t know, not being what you expect.”

Mateo immediately lowers his head, nodding slowly. There’s no disappointment on his face, only understanding. He runs a hand through his hair, takes a deep breath.

“Of course. I understand. There’s no rush. I’ll take you back to the center whenever you want.”

The silence that follows is gentle, not uncomfortable. He takes my hand, intertwines his fingers with mine, and we stay like that for a while, watching the sea that’s already turning orange with the sunset.

When we decide to return, he walks beside me in silence, holding my arm when the sand becomes softer. The car ride is short but charged: the radio turned low, our hands brushing on the gearshift, quick glances at traffic lights.

Upon reaching the center, he parks at the entrance. He gets out, opens my door, helps me out. In the lobby, under the cold light of the fluorescents, he stands in front of me for a second longer than necessary.

He leans in slowly and kisses me again. This time the kiss is longer, deeper, without the urgency of the beach, but with the same intensity. His lips move against mine calmly, his tongue gently touches mine, his hands on my waist squeezing just enough. It lasts seconds that feel like minutes. When he pulls away, his forehead remains resting against mine.

“Take all the time you need,” he whispers. “I’m not going anywhere.”

I smile, feeling tears prickling in my eyes.

“Thank you.”

He looks at me intently. I sense the contained passion in his brown eyes. I regret not going to his place.

“I’m sorry I didn’t go with you to your place...”

“I’ve been waiting my whole life, Nerea. A little longer won’t kill me.”

He pulls away, gives me one last kiss on the corner of my lips, gentle as he is, and walks to his car without looking back.

I stand there, touching my lips, feeling my heart beating rapidly. I realize I want to feel his arms around my body, feel his protective embrace. I want to spend the night with him, because I’m no longer afraid of what might come after.

The next day also dawns perfectly clear, with a sky that looks like a canvas without a single blemish. I get up early, with the energy of someone who has slept well. My right leg responds almost without protest; just a slight pull when I put my full weight on it. I dress in cotton shorts and a loose t-shirt, put on comfortable sneakers, and go out to the garden before the heat intensifies.

Javi is already at our usual bench, the one under the willow tree that shades the artificial lake. He’s wearing a navy blue t-shirt that’s too big for him and his usual pants, the ones that allow him to move more easily. When he sees me, his face lights up with that enormous, unfiltered smile that always disarms me.

“Good morning, adventure partner!” he shouts from afar, raising a hand that trembles slightly.

I approach and sit beside him. The bench is warm from the sun, but the sea breeze makes it bearable. We decide to take a long walk today; I can now walk decent distances without a crutch, and Javi feels comfortable by my side.

We start walking along the gravel path that surrounds the lake. The ducks look at us curiously, the water reflects the blue sky. At first, we talk about trivial things: the center’s horrible breakfast, the new series we’re watching, how Patri has threatened me with more exercises if I don’t improve my walking posture.

But gradually the conversation becomes deeper, as always happens with Javi. It’s he who brings up the subject.

“Do you know what kind of girls I like?” he suddenly asks, without looking at me, concentrating on placing his cane correctly with each step.

I laugh.

“Surprise me.”

“The strong ones. The ones who don’t give up. The ones with fire in their eyes. Like Patricia. Like you.”

I stay quiet for a second. The white gravel of the path crunches under my sneakers.

“Javi...”

“No, let me finish,” he interrupts me, stopping for a moment to catch his breath. “I know you’re both out of my reach. I’ve always known that. Patricia is... a dream that will never come true. And you... you’re my friend, my best friend in here. But I need that friendship. I need to know there are women like you who look me in the eyes and not at my legs. Who really listen to me. Who don’t treat me like someone to pity or like a child.”

His words hit me hard. I stop too, turning toward him. The sun illuminates his face, and I see his eyes are moist, but his smile is still there, brave.

“You both are very important to me,” he continues, his voice thick but firm. “You guide me, even though you know I’ll never reach your harbor. But as long as you light my way... that’s enough for me.”

I move closer and hug him tightly, without thinking. He tenses for a second —he always struggles when people touch him without warning— but then returns the hug with his awkward strength. His head rests on my shoulder, I smell his mild shampoo and feel his body trembling slightly, I don’t know if from emotion or exertion.

“I fear the day you leave. I probably won’t see you again...”

“I’ll always be your friend,” I whisper in his ear. “I promise. No matter what happens, even when I leave this place, you’ll always have a friend who will look you in the eyes.”

He pulls away slowly, looking at me with those eyes full of light.

“Thank you. That means more to me than you know.”

We continue walking, more slowly now. The path moves away from the lake and enters an area with tall pine trees that provide shade. The ground is packed dirt, easier to walk on.

“It hurts sometimes,” he says suddenly, out of nowhere. “Having a lucid mind and a defective body. It’s like being trapped in a prison with open windows, but with bars. You see the world outside, you understand it, you desire it... but you can’t get out. You read books, watch movies, talk to people... and you know exactly what you’re missing. Sex, dancing, running in the rain, climbing stairs without thinking... all those things that are normal for others and impossible for me.”

He stops again, resting his weight on his cane. His face is serious, but not bitter.

“Sometimes I wake up at night and think: why me? Why does my brain work perfectly but my body doesn’t? I could be an engineer, a writer, whatever I wanted. But instead, I depend on others to shower. And the worst part isn’t the dependency. It’s knowing that people look at me and think ‘poor thing.’ I don’t like making that impression.”


I move closer again, taking his hands. They’re warm, trembling.

“You’re not a poor thing,” I say, my voice coming out stronger than I expected. “You’re Javi. The one who makes me laugh when I want to cry. The one who has listened to me even in my worst moments. The one with more strength in his pinky finger than many people have in their entire body. Your lucid mind isn’t trapped. It’s free. And it illuminates the rest of us.”

He looks at me with moist eyes again, and nods slowly.

“But I am trapped.”

We hug again. The wind moves the pine branches, the sun filters through the leaves and wraps us in dappled light. In that moment, with Javi trembling in my arms, I feel that friendship can be stronger than any romantic love. And although I know he’s not looking for pity, I can’t help shedding tears for how unfair life can be for some people.

Suddenly, the center’s PA system crackles in the distance: “Nerea García, you have a visitor at reception. Nerea García, please.”

We separate, laughing nervously. I dry my tears with a tissue.

“They’re calling for you,” says Javi, composing himself as well.

We return slowly, me holding his arm when the terrain becomes uneven. The walk has been long, longer than usual, and we’re both tired.

When we reach the main entrance, I see my mother standing by the reception desk, talking to someone I don’t know. He’s a tall young man, about thirty years old. He has a serious, almost solemn expression.

My mother sees me and smiles, but there’s something in her gaze that puts me on alert.

“Honey,” she says, approaching me. “We need to talk.”

And the man turns toward me.

I can’t believe it. The man standing next to my mother turns slowly, as if the world had slowed down just for this moment. And when I see him face to face, recognition hits me like a punch to the stomach. It’s Fran. The same one who promised me the world and let me fall when I needed him most. But not the twenty-year-old Fran, the handsome and arrogant boy in the black tuxedo with the winner’s smile. This Fran is in his thirties and has improved with age, if that were possible: He’s tall, and I perceive him broader in the shoulders, with defined muscles of someone who has been exercising for years. His hair, once tousled and youthful, is now precisely cut, combed back with a touch of hair gel that shines under the morning sun. He has a three-day beard, perfectly trimmed, giving him a mature, even sophisticated air. He wears a fitted navy blue polo that accentuates his chest and arms, beige chinos, and brown boat shoes that look fresh out of a luxury store on Serrano Street. My eyes go to the watch on his left wrist. It’s a Rolex Submariner, I recognize the model, gleaming with ostentatious discretion. His tanned skin, without a wrinkle out of place, smells of expensive cologne from two meters away: notes of wood and citrus that transport me ten years back. But his brown eyes, those haven’t changed: they’re still warm when they want to be, but with that shadow of calculation he always had.

When he turns completely and sees me, his expression changes: genuine surprise, then a tentative smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. Memories I thought forgotten awaken in me, or that my amnesia had buried in some dark corner, perhaps intentionally. Memories of leaked photos that destroyed my life, of fashion shows where I shone for a second before falling, of pure abandonment when he chose his mother and Carlota instead of me. My chest tightens, my breathing accelerates.

Javi, from a prudent distance, notices my tension and gestures with his head, as if asking if I’m okay.

“Nerea...” says Fran, opening his arms as if expecting a hug, but without moving. “God, it’s been so long. I understand your reservations. I didn’t expect to see you like this, but... I’m so glad you’re well.”

My mother, who until now has remained silent with a guilty expression, quickly intervenes.

“Honey, we ran into each other by chance yesterday afternoon. I told him about your accident, about the rehabilitation... and he insisted on coming to see you.” She sounds almost as if she’s apologizing.

Fran nods, slowly lowering his arms.

“I didn’t know anything, Nerea. I swear. If I had known... I would have come to see you sooner.”

My mother looks at me with pleading eyes.

“I’m leaving, honey. I think you two should talk in private. Call me later.”

She gives me a quick kiss on the cheek and walks away toward the parking lot, leaving me alone with him. Javi murmurs an “Are you okay?” and I nod, thanking him with my eyes. He slowly walks toward the inside of the center.

Fran takes a step closer, but stops when he sees my distant expression. He points to the nearby terrace, with white plastic tables and green umbrellas that shade the garden.

“Shall we sit for a while?” he asks.

I nod without saying anything. We walk in silence. I sit in a chair, he sits across from me. The sun warms the table, but I feel cold inside.

“You look great,” he says, breaking the ice. “Seriously. After what you must have been through... you look radiant.”

I stare at him, without smiling. My voice comes out cold, distant.

“Thank you.”

He sighs, runs a hand through his hair.

“Nerea, please. Let me explain myself. I know you have every right to be angry. What happened ten years ago... was awful. I was a coward. I abandoned you when you needed me most. But I was young, without experience or character. My mother was pressuring me, and... I didn’t know how to handle it. I’m sorry. Really.”

I remain silent, processing. The memories keep coming back: the argument, his voice saying “I can’t,” the silence afterward. The abandonment when I needed him most.

“Why did you come?” I finally ask, my voice trembling a little.

Fran leans forward and rests his elbows on the table.

“Because when your mother told me about the accident, my world fell apart. I’ve been thinking about you ever since. About how I left you, about how things could have been different. I wanted to see you, to know you were okay. And... maybe to apologize to you once and for all.”

I look at him, searching for lies in his eyes. But he seems sincere, or at least he’s trying to be.

“I don’t know if I can forgive you,” I say. “You left me hanging, Fran. The photos, the abandonment… I went to Madrid because of you. Because of what you did to me.”

He lowers his gaze, nods.

“I know. And there’s no excuse. But I want you to know that I never stopped thinking about you. Carlota and I… well, it’s a marriage of convenience. It works for appearances, but it’s not like what we had.”

I laugh with a certain bitterness.

“What we had? A graduation hookup and a few months of lies? Are you serious, Fran?”

Fran takes my hand across the table. I feel his warm touch, almost familiar.

“It wasn’t just that. I loved you, Nerea. Really. And seeing you again now… makes me realize what I lost.”

I slowly withdraw my hand.

“It’s too late for that.”

We talk for an hour: about his life now, married to Carlota Domecq, with two daughters, businesses in the family agency that has grown nationally. About my life lost in amnesia, about rehabilitation, about how I’m rebuilding myself. He listens, nods, apologizes over and over. And little by little, the distance shortens. I don’t forgive, but I listen.

When he leaves, he gives me a kiss on the cheek, promises to call me again. And I stay on the terrace, feeling that the past has returned.

Fran’s visits become more and more frequent, as if the past had decided to settle into my present without asking permission. At first they were clumsy excuses: “I was just passing by,” “I had to see a friend at the center,” “I thought of you and brought this.” It was his way of being. He used to do it in high school, always finding an excuse. But soon they became routine. He arrives two or three afternoons a week, always after four, when the sun isn’t so hot and the center’s garden fills with long shadows. He sits on the terrace, orders a black coffee and starts talking. I listen, distant at first, but gradually with a curiosity that embarrasses me.

Today is one of those afternoons. The heat is sticky, the air doesn’t move, and I have a suffocating feeling of breathlessness. Fran arrives impeccably dressed, as always. He sits across from me, at the white plastic table under the umbrella, and looks at me with those intense eyes that are still the same as ten years ago, but now with the character of maturity much more evident.

“Nerea… I don’t know if you’ll want to hear this…” he begins, and his voice comes out low, almost tired. “But I feel the need to open up to you. I want you to know. My marriage is a sham.”

He says it without preamble, as if he had been waiting for the perfect moment to let it out. I remain silent, waiting. He sighs, runs a hand through his hair and continues.

“Ours is the perfect photograph of a successful couple. Photos in magazines, charity events, society covers. Carlota and I on the beach in Marbella with the girls, smiling at the camera. Fran López Valenzuela and Carlota Domecq, the union of two influential surnames. But beneath that appearance… there’s nothing. Or worse: what exists is a web of lies and infidelities.”

He leans forward, elbows on the table, voice low so no one at nearby tables can hear him.

“Carlota has a lover, that I know of, maybe more. She doesn’t even try to hide it anymore. Well, for the press she does: family photos, statements in magazines about our complete happiness, but at home… she knows perfectly well that I know and she doesn’t care. She has an apartment in downtown Málaga where she meets him. A young, handsome architect with talent and money. Everyone in her circle knows, but nobody says anything because it’s even normal. That’s how things work in that world. Even my mother knows… and says nothing. Sometimes I think she even justifies it.”

I stare at him, feeling a mixture of anger and bitter satisfaction. He notices my expression and lowers his gaze.

“Maybe now you know what betrayal tastes like,” I say, my voice cold.

Fran nods slowly.

“Yes. I know. And I deserve it.”

He pauses, takes a sip of coffee and continues.

“The photos… the ones that were leaked. I didn’t leak them. She did.”

The world stops for a second. I stare at him.

“What?”

He sighs, rubs his face with his hands.

“It’s very simple, though it sounds horrible. I deleted them in front of you, that’s true. I selected them and pressed delete. I’m sure you remember that. But my mother… somehow, she had access to my phone. She always did. When I was younger, I used passwords that she knew in case I lost my phone. I never changed them. And she… managed to retrieve them from the digital trash. I don’t know exactly how, but she did it. She had them in her possession from the beginning, but she used them when she saw that what we had was starting to be more than a high school fling.”

I freeze.

“But why?”

Fran looks at me, his eyes tired.

“Because she wanted a magazine-worthy relationship. The publicity. The daughter of Elite Sur’s owner with a Domecq. The perfect picture: youth, beauty, power. An alliance that sold well. And you… you were a factory worker’s daughter. You didn’t fit into her plan. When she saw things were getting serious, that I was starting to talk about a future with you, she decided to cut it off at the root. And the photos were the perfect weapon. She didn’t just destroy you; she destroyed me too, because she forced me to choose. And I chose wrong.”

The silence that follows is dense, heavy. The garden around us remains the same: birds, distant laughter, the smell of summer. But I feel the ground opening beneath my feet.

“The worst part,” Fran continues, his voice low, “is that when the lights go out after a fashion show or a party, I’m the one who goes home with Carlota. The one who sleeps beside her, who watches her put on makeup to go out with her lover, who stays quiet because we have two little girls who don’t deserve to pay for their parents’ mistakes. I don’t get divorced because of them. That’s all I have left.”

He looks at me, waiting for me to say something. I can only stare at him, feeling the past and present merging into a knot that tightens in my chest.

“I don’t know what you want me to say, Fran,” I finally say, my voice trembling. “That I forgive you. That I understand. That I don’t care. I don’t know.”

He nods, as if he expected this.

“I don’t expect anything. I just wanted you to know. That I never meant to hurt you. That I was a coward. And that, even if it sounds like an excuse, maybe I still am.”

He stands up slowly, looks at me for a moment longer.

“If you ever need anything… anything at all… I’m here. Even though I don’t deserve to be.”

Fran stares at me intently, with that intensity he always had, as if he could read inside me. The afternoon sun is already starting to set, and the center’s terrace fills with long shadows stretching across the lawn. It’s hot, and I feel like I can’t breathe. He leans back in his chair and his voice comes out low, almost confidential. He’s regained his composure and is once again the self-assured man I know. Any trace of the betrayed husband he showed me a moment ago has disappeared.

“Do you ever think about the future? About what you’re going to do with your life?” he asks.

His words hit me and leave me cold. I stay quiet for a second, looking at the glass of water in front of me with drops of condensation sliding down the crystal. The truth is I don’t know. I think about it every night, when the center falls silent and all you can hear is the nurses bustling in the hallways. I think about my body reconstructed with titanium plates, about the crutch I still need some days, about how my hip pulls when I try to walk for more than twenty minutes straight.

“I don’t know,” I finally answer, and my voice comes out more uncertain than I wanted. “The runway is over for me. I’ll never improve enough to return to it. Time doesn’t forgive, Fran. I’m past thirty, with a body that’s been through hell… I’m not who I was before. And even if I were, who would hire me now? A model over thirty with scars and a chronic limp? The runway is full of eighteen-year-old girls ready to take on the world. That’s over for me. I have to turn the page, and the worst part is that it’s the only thing I know how to do. It’s what I’ve prepared for my entire life.”

He nods slowly, as if he expected this. He leans back in his chair, crosses his arms, and looks at me with that expression that mixes confidence and determination.

“My agency is the most important in Andalusia for commercial work,” he says, not boasting, just stating a fact. “We’re established in all areas. Billboards on every highway, catalogs for local and national brands, regional television, radio, press… We do advertisements for extra virgin olive oil, campaigns for the Tourism Department of the Andalusian Government, spots for wineries, supermarket chains, beauty clinics, even public institutions. It’s not haute couture, it’s not Paris or Milan. It’s the real Andalusia, what everyday people consume. And there, you would fit perfectly. I could give you a boost… I feel like I owe you that.”

I stare at him. My heart beats faster, but not from excitement. From fear, perhaps. From dangerous hope.

“Are you offering me a job?”

“I’m not offering you charity,” he responds quickly. “I’m offering you an opportunity. I know your face, your body, how you move. I’ve seen your portfolios, the work you’ve done all these years. I know what you’re worth in front of a camera. And now, after everything you’ve been through, you have something more: a story. Brands want authenticity. A woman who has overcome a serious accident, who has learned to walk again, who smiles despite the scars… that sells. It sells olive oil that tastes like tradition and resilience, it sells Andalusian tourism that is reborn every spring, it sells beauty clinics that restore life to people.”

He leans in closer, lowering his voice.

“I could even get you a spot on some local or regional TV show as a host or contributor. I could try to get you into Canal Sur, 7TV, fashion or lifestyle channels. A segment on personal growth, or simply as a brand image in daily commercials. It’s not Hollywood, but it’s stable work, decently paid, and keeps you in the spotlight without requiring you to walk fifteen kilometers in five-inch heels.”

I remain silent. I feel the world both shrinking and expanding at the same time. I’m aware of the challenges I’ll face returning to professional life. My body isn’t what it used to be: my hip limits me, fatigue attacks without warning, my limp is obvious, and the deviation in my hip is visible when I wear tight clothes. And emotionally... I’m still rebuilding myself. The amnesia has left me with gaps that frighten me, memories that return as painful flashes. But I also feel this might be my last chance. That if I don’t take it now, I’ll be left on the platform forever.

“And your mother?” I ask, my voice dry. “Verónica hates me. She made that clear ten years ago. And I’m still the same to her: the humble girl who doesn’t fit into her perfect world.”

Fran sighs, leaning back in his chair.

“My mother... doesn’t have as much power as before. The agency is still hers, but I’ve been running the creative and commercial direction for three years now. She supervises, but I make the important decisions. And if I say you’re in, you’re in. She might not like it, but she’ll accept it. Because she knows you sell.”

I laugh bitterly.

“Will you come to see me every time your mother wants to fire me?”

“No. Because she won’t fire you. And because I won’t let her. That’s over.”

Silence. The sun begins to set, painting the garden in orange hues. I hear distant laughter from other patients, a bird singing. Fran stares at me intently.

“Think about it,” he says. “I’m not asking you to get back together with me. I’m offering you a way out. A job. A life. Because I know you deserve to shine again, even if it’s in a different way.”

I remain quiet. I feel tears stinging my eyes, but I don’t let them fall.

“I need to think about it,” I finally say.

He nods, slowly standing up.

“Take all the time you need. But not too much. The train doesn’t wait forever.”

July 2011

The anguish squeezing my chest refuses to leave me. It’s a rainy Sunday afternoon. That recurring nightmare I’m victim to plays over and over again almost inextinguishably in my mind without me being able to do anything to discard it or eliminate it from my thoughts. I can’t sweep it away in a fit of rage, like the pathetic tears that once again assault my eyes. Tears I try to blur away, which are ultimately evidence of the enormous emotional turmoil my existence has plunged into since my life was completely screwed up.

After a week of lethargy in the chimeric world of dreams and nightmares, my body continues to show signs of sleep deprivation. I don’t want to see anyone, I don’t want to be the laughingstock of all my acquaintances, and worse still, of my parents’ friends. Dad doesn’t even speak to me, and mom just moans and laments. We all have red eyes from crying so much.

Every movement, however slight, feels like a challenge. I have no energy for anything. The mere act of putting my feet on the floor plunges me into a virulent reality that poisons my perception of everything around me, but not just that. My entire body becomes a silent victim of the devastating claws of the psychological pain that overwhelms me.

I don’t want to leave my room. I don’t want to face my father’s accusing glares. My silent steps lead me to the kitchen. I’m almost certain there’s no one home and I need to drink something. To refresh my throat with something sweet and fizzy. More than ever, I crave an ice-cold Coca-Cola.

But I hear them talking...

“So, what’s happened now? Why all this urgency?”

“Shsss, be quiet, Eva. She might hear us. Let’s lower our voices.”

“But what’s going on? And where is Nerea now?”

“Upstairs. Still in her room. Still sleeping. And she’s who we need to talk about. This can’t continue like this.” – it’s Natalia’s voice I hear now.

“I think everyone’s blowing this out of proportion. Is it really so terrible that a few nude photos are circulating? Look, girls... This has happened to tons of girls. Remember that one from Asturias... These things happen and eventually get forgotten.”

“Yes. But what really worries me is something else,” Eva lowers her voice even more, which irritates me because I can’t stand whispering behind my back. I can barely hear what she’s saying, so I risk being discovered and venture to take a couple more steps forward.

“All guys think that we, their friends, are also willing to let them take photos of us. My parents are starting to suspect that we’re not the virginal daughters they thought they had.”

“Damn, girl... But that’s the fucking truth. In fact, Nerea was the most serious of all of us.” Natalia interjects.

“Well, I’m sorry. But I can’t keep defending her in front of everyone. Seriously, Natalia. Nerea has become a complete shit magnet. And with this latest thing, I’m done. I don’t want to know anything more. My reputation is in the gutter, and I haven’t done anything.”

The breath freezes in my mouth, the blood in my veins. Could it be possible that my three only friends considered me a source of problems? Did they really plan to get rid of me like an old rag? Eva? The Eva who spread her legs at the drop of a hat with anyone, now dared to judge me?

Despite not wanting to keep listening to them, I remain focused on the conversation they’re having about me from behind the kitchen wall. Hearing them talk about me like this hurts in a different way than the pain Fran’s abandonment had caused me. I had always considered them my best friends, and hearing this disdain with which they speak of me breaks my heart: what should I do? Should I confront them and tell them to go to hell?

I’m aware that the tone of voice they both use becomes increasingly hushed as the conversation between them progresses. But that reservation doesn’t hide Eva’s contempt, who takes any opportunity to criticize me.

Despite all the pain this causes me, I continue listening to them. I need to know what they plan to do with our friendship.

“Well, I’m sorry too,” Andrea points out without a hint of remorse in her voice. “At my house, the atmosphere is tense. Besides, you know better than anyone how much my mother hates her.”

What? God, I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Seriously, Andrea’s mother hates me? Since when?

“So you can imagine how little she likes thinking I might be involved in this mess. And the truth is... damn, girl! This time things have gone too far. And it’s not our job to carry a reputation that she earned all by herself. Who in their right mind lets someone take photos of them having sex? Enough is enough, for fuck’s sake!”

It’s at that exact moment when I realize what kind of friends I have.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I tell myself, clenching my fists.

“Yes, I can imagine. And you’re right about that. We don’t have to be involved in all her messes. At this rate, we’re going to be the laughingstock of the city...” Eva says with complete naturalness.

Seriously, Eva? How many of your messes have I dealt with? Many, too many to be exact. And how many of yours, Andrea?

“Besides, to be honest, I think I understand Fran,” I’m shocked by what I hear. “At first I was disgusted by his reaction, but I don’t see why he should also have to bear the stigma that’s fallen on her.”

“Come on, don’t be ridiculous, Eva. The main person responsible for what happened with the photos is him. Let’s not be unfair.”

“I repeat, she was the one who let herself be photographed naked. You have to be an idiot.”

Bitches! I can’t believe what I’m hearing. I feel betrayed.

“Well then. I know what we’re going to do. We can disappear for a couple of weeks. My parents have an apartment in Fuengirola. If we tell them we want to disappear for a couple of weeks until all this calms down, they’ll be delighted,” Eva lowers her voice. “And, besides, we’ll kill two birds with one stone,” I hear her gloating. “Fuengirola in July... and without parents... What more could we ask for?”

I feel a sharp pain in my throat as I try to swallow the knot that my “dear friends” were orchestrating against me.

“That’s exactly it,” that bitch Eva laughs. “Nerea is already marked for life. She’ll be considered a slut her whole life, girl. I’m not going to let her drag me down. Let’s get out of here!”

Damn. Hearing that from Eva’s mouth only makes me laugh, especially when it’s her, precisely her, who was fucking every guy who came near her. The bitch is fleeing from Málaga for fear of being infected by my supposed bad reputation, when she’s the one with a reputation for being a cocksucker and a slut. Everyone at school knew about her escapades. They weren’t a secret to anyone, and now she’s acting all dignified. Deep down it makes me laugh. And as for Andrea and her mommy... what would her mother think if she knew that Andrea gave blowjobs in exchange for a few pills?

“Well then, it’s decided,” Eva sighs. “Damn. Tomorrow to Fuengirola! End of discussion.”

“Shsss. Lower your voice, damn it. She might hear us.”

“You know this is a shitty thing to do, right?” said Natalia.

“Look, girl... Let everyone deal with their own mess...”

I finally make up my mind. I can’t take it anymore. I crack all my knuckles before barging into the kitchen unexpectedly. They freeze, not knowing what to say, like children caught doing something wrong.

“Don’t worry about me,” I tell them, revealing my lurking presence. “Thank you, girls. Really. Thank you. You are fucking amazing! Seriously. You’re the best friends anyone could have or want. Fucking amazing!”

“Nerea!” exclaims Natalia, embarrassed at being discovered.

Eva just stares at me with that empty look, filled with contained envy that I’d never before recognized with such clarity. That look she’d given me many times before when accusing me of something, which I, stupid me, had always taken as mere bad mood.

“I look at you, and I see nothing in any of you. Absolutely nothing. You’re so empty and yet so full of shit at the same time...” I try with all my might to keep my voice from breaking into sobs that I won’t be able to control. But it’s impossible. “Go to hell, all three of you. To hell!”

“Nerea, wait!” exclaims Andrea, trying to stop me as I walk away.

“Don’t. Touch. Me. Don’t touch me.”

“Nerea, please.”

“But it’s fine. Really. It’s fine. You don’t want to help me, don’t worry. I’ll manage on my own. And I understand, girls. Yes, I really do understand. And as for your bitch mothers hating me, don’t worry, it’s fine. Absolutely fine.”

“No, it’s not fine,” argued Andrea. “It’s not that we don’t want to help you. No, that’s not it. It’s that this time we can’t. This is beyond us.”

“Yes, sure, of course.”

Andrea tries to take my hand, but I push it away. Then my eyes shift to Eva, whom I look at with complete contempt. All the contempt I can muster and more. The expression on her face doesn’t change; she remains cold, distant, and hard. Almost accusatory. She, the self-righteous one, is the ringleader of all this. Right here, at this moment, she shows me what she’s really made of. But everything in life comes back around. Sooner or later, it comes back around. And she, more than anyone, has many debts to answer for.


“I’m leaving, so relax, girls.” Andrea lowers her gaze. “Relax, I don’t intend to complicate any of your three lives. Besides, isn’t that what you wanted, to get rid of the bag of problems that I am?” At my words, Eva chooses to look away at Andrea, who continues in her peculiar state of remorse. “And, by the way, in case I hadn’t told you. Go to hell. All three of you!”

“Nerea, please listen.” Andrea insists again.

“Let her go,” I hear Eva say. “Don’t worry about it anymore. It’s better this way. And yes, you’ve always been a bag of shit.”

“Nerea. Nerea please wait! Understand that this time it’s not in our hands to help you.”

“You don’t want to help me. Which is very different, Andrea.”

“No girl, no. That’s not it.”

“Oh, yes! Of course it is. But I don’t care,” I complain, swallowing my tears and more than one insult. “What disgusting friends, seriously,” anger makes me click my tongue. “Yes, you disgust me. Especially when I think about everything I’ve done for you. Covering up your messes, which aren’t few, huh Eva? How many times have I covered for you? Many, too many.”

“Come on, please. Don’t try to put on the good friend badge now,” says Eva haughtily.

I point scornfully at Natalia.

“I covered for you when you had to go to family planning to get the morning-after pill!” I accuse her. “I went with you when Roberto washed his hands of the whole thing.”

“By the way, Natalia, why don’t you ask dear Eva how big Roberto’s dick is?” Eva’s face twists into a grimace of hatred, Natalia turns to stare at her. “Go on, ask her how it feels to have such a massive cock in her mouth.”

“Eva...? Is that true?”

“You bitch,” Eva snaps furiously. “Bitch and liar.”

“Yes, I won’t deny the first part. Maybe I am a bitch like you say, but a liar, no, that I’m not,” I respond in a cutting tone. “Just like it’s not a lie that Roberto stuck it in all your holes. And not just him. Gustavo too. And Mario? Laura’s boyfriend? Is that also a lie, Eva?”

Eva lets out a forced laugh.

“My God, I’m still amazed at what a liar you can be! Your mouth is filthy, but I’m not surprised.”

“A lie? No, it’s not a lie. You wish it was. Everyone knows. I want you out of my house. Get out!”

“Relax, you don’t need to ask me twice. Goodbye forever.”

Without giving me a chance to reply, she turns and leaves us alone in the kitchen.

“You two, get out as well,” I tell them as I head upstairs to my bedroom.

God... Right now I’m dying to leave this city as soon as possible and forget everything. But first, I wanted to talk to my parents, and it wouldn’t be an easy conversation.

And the truth is, I can’t talk to them. I don’t have enough courage to face them. Especially my father. I’m not afraid he’ll hit me—he never had before, until that slap the other day—but the coldness in his eyes is more than I can bear. I’ve never been able to withstand that icy stare.

Out of cowardice, I decide to leave them a note. I say goodbye, promising to call them soon. I tell them I can’t continue living in Málaga. I need to break away from everything and find my future elsewhere. I have a dream, and I’ll pursue it in Madrid. Tears bathe my face as I write.

Then, I pack a suitcase. I’m leaving behind more things than I’m taking with me. When I finally collapse into that shabby seat at the bus station, my entire body crumbles. I think it’s the first time in my life I feel completely lost, yet simultaneously more eager than ever to close the chapter on my past and who I was at that moment. Inside me, a jarring emotion pushes me to desire more than anything in the world—my world—to start over somewhere else, far from everyone and everything. Even from myself. Far from who I am, far from who they made me believe I was.


I had to break with the past, with my past.

But the fear is there. Wounding me deeply. Tearing apart my illusions and confirming my apprehensions. Which were many.

A fear I never imagined I could have, and which somehow, beyond my control, transformed almost involuntarily into the most desperate of sensations. It made me feel infinitely small. Minuscule before the immensity that the uncertainty of a more than uncertain destiny provoked in me. Whatever awaited me, wherever it was or wherever God wanted it to be.

I open my wheeled suitcase and rummage through the jumble of belongings inside it for my wallet.

“Damn,” I sigh, frightened.

For my great adventure, I had very little money. About four hundred and fifty euros at most.

My God. Where could I go with that? Certainly not very far, to be honest. Maybe to Madrid, or perhaps Barcelona? No, Barcelona is too far from my immediate hopes for the future. Especially when, after a third careful review of the itinerary I should follow, I realize that the ticket costs more than twice as much as going to Madrid.

The feeling of insecurity growing inside me begins to suffocate me. And certainly, the fact that in my head the chimeric idea I had idealized of a life in Madrid keeps spinning around over and over doesn’t help much to calm the feeling of anxiety I’m experiencing.

Little or nothing makes sense.

I begin to feel cornered, suffocated by the uncertainty of my destination. Additionally, the conscience that lives in my head doesn’t stop chanting the same refrain over and over: “Get off the cloud, Nerea. Get off the cloud you’ve climbed onto, girl. Go back home and face whatever comes.”

Nervous as I am, I look up from my wallet, and without closing it, I glance over each of the passengers who, like me, are waiting at the bus station. I don’t know why I do it, but unconsciously I begin to escape from the overwhelming reality crushing me, pausing for a couple of seconds on each of them. On each of the people who shared that dirty bus station with me.

The Málaga bus station smells of burnt gasoline, cheap machine coffee, and the sweat of travelers who have been waiting for hours. It’s one of those afternoons when the heat sticks to your skin. I’m eighteen years old, with a suitcase containing the little I’ve decided to take and a ticket in my slightly trembling hand. The bus to Madrid leaves in fifteen minutes. Platform 7. Seat 14. Window.

Suddenly, my name sounds behind me.

“Nerea. Nerea! Wait, my darling!”

“Mom?” I turn toward where that voice is coming from.

Her voice.

I have to admit that my heart experiences a small jump, not a particularly pleasant one, when I see Mom running toward me while desperately waving her hands. I know what she’s coming to tell me.

“Nerea. Wait, please.”

“What are you doing here?” I ask on the verge of tears.

“No, I couldn’t let you... wait, sweetheart... I’m out of breath. Whew! I thought I wouldn’t... wouldn’t make it in time. My God!” She pants. “I couldn’t let” —she swallows— “let you leave like this. Where are you going, honey? Stop this nonsense and let’s go home. Everything will work out.”

“No, I don’t think so, Mom. None of this is going to be fixed. I’m very clear about it. I need to leave this place. This city is suffocating me. I’m the laughingstock of the school. My friends have betrayed me... Mom, I need to start fresh somewhere new.”

“Don’t say that, sweetheart. We’re your parents. We love you, honey. All of this will be fixed. You need to face this situation with courage, and you’ll come out stronger. It won’t be easy, but you have our support and the love of your parents. Don’t throw your life away, honey.”

I shake my head and look down, dejected.

“Don’t go, please,” she says, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Stay. We can fix this.”

I stand up slowly. I look into her eyes. I see in them the same fear I feel inside.

“I have to do this, Mom,” I say, and my voice comes out stronger than I expected. “In Málaga, I’m marked forever. Every time I go out on the street, people will point at me. Every time someone looks at me, they’ll remember the photos. I can’t live like that. I don’t want to. I need to start over. In Madrid, nobody knows me. I can be whoever I want.”

She shakes her head, tears falling faster.

“No. Don’t go. We can move too. Your father will find work in another city. I can... I don’t know, work at anything. But don’t leave us like this.”

I hug her. I hug her tight, as if I could take her strength with me. She smells like home: like detergent, like cooking, like tears. She clings to me, sobbing against my shoulder.

“I can’t,” I whisper. “If I stay, I’ll die inside. I need this. I need to go.”

“No, don’t say that. Where are you going to go? Tell me, where?”

“To Madrid, Mom. I want to get away from all this crap. I need to get out of here. I want to try. I don’t see any other way out.”

“To Madrid, really? But what are you going to do all alone there? You don’t know anyone, and you certainly wouldn’t know how to get around in a city like that,” a new announcement for the bus departure was heard, more forcefully than the first. “Nerea, please. Don’t go! Don’t do it. You don’t have to do this. Really.”

“And what do you want me to do? Go back home, is that what you want? Lower my head once again, and pretend like nothing happened? Is that what you’re asking me? No, thanks. I’m not going to do it. It’s over,” my voice breaks.

“Nerea,” she says, lowering her gaze.

“Look me in the face, Mom. Look at me! Look at me and tell me the gossip won’t come back. Tell me!”

“I, no. No...”

“You see? Even you aren’t certain that this” —I gesture around me— “won’t happen again. And yes. Of course it will. Of course it will happen again. And I, I just can’t take it anymore.”

“Honey, I beg you...”

“No Mom, no. I’m not turning back. For what, so that any day I start getting anonymous messages, or calls asking for my rates...? And what about my dream of being a model? In Madrid nobody knows me, nobody knows about those photos. Here all doors have closed for me. Fran’s mother despises me. I need to do this for myself.”

She pulls back a little, takes my face in both hands, looks at me as if trying to memorize me.

“Then promise me something,” she says, her voice breaking. “If you’re going to Madrid, my cousin Rosario’s daughter lives there. Her name is Laura. She lives in an apartment in Malasaña. I’ll give you her address. Call her when you arrive. She’ll help you. She’ll give you a place to stay until you find something.”

She pulls a crumpled piece of paper from her purse pocket and puts it in my hand. It’s written in blue pen, the handwriting shaky: a street, a number, an apartment, and the name “Laura” with a phone number next to it.

“And stay in touch,” she says, squeezing my hands. “Call me every day. Or every other day. Or whenever you can. But don’t disappear. And at the first sign of trouble, call us and we’ll come get you. Do you promise?”

I nod, tears streaming down my face.

“I promise.”

“Good.” She opens her purse and takes out a neatly folded white envelope. Then, she takes my right hand and places it in my palm. “Here. You’ll need this. I’m sorry it’s not much, but we didn’t have anything else at home. It’s all I can give you. And I won’t take no for an answer. Because wherever you’re going, this will help you.”

I open the envelope and find a small stack of hundred-euro bills.

“No. I can’t accept this. It’s too much.”

“Take it!”

“I don’t want it. I don’t need it. It’s yours.”

“Take it, please. It’s not that much. And I know it will help you. At least until you find work. Take it, please! Don’t be silly. It’s the only way I can help you.”

“Mom, no...”

“No, don’t say no to me. Take it and that’s that. You know you’ll need it.”

I hug her.

“My darling...” she whispers in my ear.

“Yes?”

“Be very careful.”

“Yes, mommy. The bus is leaving. I have to get on.”


I grab my suitcase and head toward the bus.

“Daughter!” she shouts. “Take good care of yourself. And good luck! Lots of luck. I know you’ll go far.” Hearing that, my eyes fill with tears. Huge tears that I try to wipe away with the back of my hand.

She hugs me again, tightly, as if she wanted to pull me inside her body. She kisses my forehead, my cheeks, my hair. She whispers “I love you” over and over, like a mantra.

The PA system announces the boarding of the bus to Madrid. Platform 7. Final call.

My mother releases me slowly. She looks at me one last time, her eyes red but determined.

“Go, daughter. And come back when you’re ready. You’ll always have a place at home. In your home.”

The bus starts with a roar. The station recedes. Málaga recedes.

I sit next to a lady with a wide smile and deep dimples not far from the driver. Nervous, I settle into that seat, placing my suitcase on the floor by my feet.

“Nervous?” my seatmate asks.

“Yes,” I exhale. “A little.”

“Your first trip alone, right? Don’t worry. There’s a first time for everything,” she tells me.

“Thank you.”

I take a deep breath before looking out the window. Mom is still there, standing and in a sea of tears.

I sigh as I watch the bus move away from the city. As soon as it turns at the station curve, I can no longer see mom.

When the bus pulls into the Méndez Álvaro station, Madrid welcomes me with a hostile embrace I wasn’t expecting. The hot August air seeps through the cracks in the windows and hits my face like a dry slap. It’s a different heat than Málaga’s: here there’s no sea breeze to soften it, just stuffiness accumulated between tall buildings and asphalt that seems to boil. I get off with my backpack over my shoulder, suitcase in the other hand, crumpled ticket and the feeling that I’ve arrived on another planet. The station is disordered chaos: the smell of burnt diesel mixed with fried food from fast food stands, flashing neon signs advertising cheap cell phones, people running with suitcases, homeless people sitting on cardboard, and a constant murmur of voices speaking rapidly, with accents from all over Spain and the world.

I stand still for a moment at the exit, looking at the blue sky, with a purplish tint from the smoke and dust. There’s no sea. No open horizon. Just buildings, wires, noise. I feel a knot in my stomach, but there’s no turning back. I take out the paper my mother gave me, the one with Laura’s address written in her shaky handwriting.

I call her. I feel somewhat scared by the station environment and that hostility I perceive for no apparent reason. It rings three times and a cheerful voice with a pure, warm Andalusian accent answers.

“Laura? It’s Nerea.”

“Nerea! Oh, cousin!” she exclaims, and I can hear the smile in her voice. “My mother already told me you were coming. Welcome to Madrid, girl. Where are you?”

“At Méndez Álvaro station. I just arrived.”

“Damn, that’s far. Look, I can’t come pick you up right now because I’m on my way to a casting and don’t have time, but it’s easy. Take the metro, or a taxi if you prefer. If you come by metro, get off at Noviciado station. From there it’s just two streets to my place. Do you need to write down the address or do you already have it?”


I make a mental note of the station where I need to get off, my heart beating fast. I can’t afford to spend money on taxis.

“Okay, thanks. And how will I recognize you when I get there?”

“Don’t worry about that. I’ll call you when I’m getting close. There’s a café below my apartment called ‘Las Palmeras.’ Wait for me there. As soon as I finish the casting, I’ll come flying. And if you get lost, call me. Cheer up, Madrid seems like chaos, but you’ll get used to it quickly!”

I hang up and head to the metro entrance. The entrance is a wide staircase that descends into the bowels of the city, with an immediate smell that hits me: a heavy mixture of hot metal, the sweat of hundreds of bodies, burnt rubber, and an indefinable touch of underground dampness. It’s a smell that can’t be described with pretty words: it’s the smell of Madrid underground, of thousands of people passing through each day, of old cables, of fried food that permeates everything, and of the collective breath of a city that never sleeps.

I descend the slow and noisy escalators with the heavy backpack on my shoulders and dragging my suitcase. The heat increases as I go down: a humid, sticky heat that gets into your skin and clothes. Méndez Álvaro station is ugly and functional: tiled with dirty white tiles, yellowed posters with metro maps, advertisements for language schools and civil service exam courses. There’s a kiosk selling sandwiches wrapped in aluminum foil and lukewarm water bottles. I buy a bottle and go down to the platform.

The platform is packed: people with suitcases, office workers with backpacks, tourists with maps in hand, a man playing guitar with a hat beside him for coins. The train arrives with a metallic roar, the doors open with a pneumatic hiss, and the heat from inside hits me like a wave. I enter, squeezed between bodies: a man in a suit who smells of strong cologne mixed with intense body odor, a girl with headphones staring at her phone without blinking, an older woman with bags from a supermarket chain I don’t recognize stands up, leaving the seat free. I sit down with my backpack on my lap and my suitcase at my feet. I’m tense. I look out the window: dark tunnels, lights passing like flashes, stations that parade by with names I don’t know: Pacífico, Conde de Casal, O’Donnell, Sainz de Baranda...

The car is an oven that keeps rattling. The smell intensifies: sweat, cheap perfume... The walls of the car are covered with graffiti and stickers, the plastic seats scratched and of questionable hygiene. There’s a sign that says “No Smoking” in five languages.

I arrive at Tribunal after about twenty minutes that feel like hours. I change lines. The platform is even more crowded, people pushing to get into the cars. I go down to the platform at Noviciado station, climb the escalators with my suitcase weighing like a stone. I exit to the street and the outside air feels fresh in comparison, although it’s still muggy.

It’s a narrow street, with old five-story buildings, balconies with potted plants and the scent of age. Number 42 is an entrance with a dark wooden door and an intercom that sounds like it has asthma.

With relief I see the café. A noisy place where beers, calamari sandwiches, and Spanish tortilla tapas are consumed at a speed that surprises me.

I order a small beer and a slice of tortilla. The chaos in the café is total. The waiters shout the orders to the kitchen, and I wonder how they manage to understand each other.

Hours pass, and finally the phone rings. It’s Laura. She tells me she’ll arrive in half an hour. I take the opportunity to order another beer.

When she appears, I don’t doubt for a second that it’s her. She has a familiar air. She’s gorgeous, one of those beauties that doesn’t need special grooming because life already put everything in its place. She has dark chestnut hair, long to the middle of her back. Her eyes are large, a warm brown that shines when she smiles. Her nose is small, slightly upturned, and she has full lips painted a cherry red that stands out against her tanned, brown skin. She has a playful, almost childlike touch that contrasts with the maturity in her gaze.

But her body... her body isn’t a model’s body. It doesn’t fit runway standards by any stretch. She has generous curves, the kind you’d expect to find in a lingerie catalog: wide hips that are clearly defined, a defined waist but not narrow, abundant breasts that I imagine would strain any neckline she chooses to wear. I don’t think she reaches five foot seven, but she has a presence that makes her seem taller. She has well-toned legs (probably from long gym sessions), and a round, firm butt that makes jeans always look tight. She’s not skinny, not athletic; she’s voluptuous, sensual, with flesh to grab onto and curves that invite a second look.

And she dresses provocatively, without complexes. She wears a black tank top with thin straps that reveals her navel and the beginning of a red lace bra underneath. The straps are so narrow they seem about to break, and the neckline is deep, marking the channel between her breasts that rise and fall with each breath. Below, she wears extremely short jeans, frayed at the edges, that barely cover her tanned thighs and reveal the lower curve of her butt when she moves. She wears strappy high-heeled sandals, with perfectly painted red toenails. A long necklace with a pendant that falls right between her breasts and large hoop earrings.

“Nerea!” she exclaims, and hugs me tightly, pressing me against her soft yet firm chest. “Finally we meet!”

Fortunately, I’ve already paid, because she heads to the bar to pay for the beers and the pincho. With a quick movement, she grabs my suitcase, and we begin climbing the stairs. She ignores my protests to let me carry my own things.

The stairwell smells old. It’s curious. None of the smells I’ve detected since arriving in Madrid are familiar to me. Step after step, we climb to the fifth floor of a building that lacks an elevator. Upon entering Laura’s apartment, I realize with a quick glance how small it is. But she wasn’t lying when she told me it had a cozy living room dominated by a typical coffee table and an enormous sofa that completely occupies one of the walls. It’s a welcoming place.

“It’s not much as you can see,” she justifies in defense of her home, “but it has a bathroom with a hydromassage shower, which is amazing after a long day of work. My bedroom isn’t anything special, but if it has one good thing, it’s that it’s very bright. Yours is much smaller, but I think it will do. The whole apartment is bright and warm. You barely need to turn on the heaters, and be careful, because those heaters really run up the electricity bill... The kitchen, as you can see, is tiny, but it’s very well equipped. Besides, for how little I use it...” she smiles at me while winking. “Well, that’s everything. Welcome to my home, Nerea.”

My cousin’s apartment is located in the very heart of Madrid, in the unmistakable neighborhood of Malasaña.

“If you want, you can take a nice shower. I think it will do you good. It’s very simple to use. And don’t worry about anything. Go ahead. By the way, are you hungry?”

“Very,” I respond.

“That’s good. By the way, do you like sandwiches?” she smiles at me. “I’m asking because I know a place near Gran Vía that has all kinds of varieties, and it’s not expensive. That way you can get to know one of the liveliest streets in Madrid.”

“I love sandwiches. So I’d be delighted to go to a place like that...”

“And for dessert, let me think... I know! We can go to Freddo’s. An Italian ice cream shop that makes the best ice cream in the whole city. You like ice cream, don’t you?”

“Yes, I love ice cream too. Thank you. You’re very kind, Laura. I’m so happy to meet you.”

“Oh, stop flattering me. Go take that shower.”

The shower not only manages to relax each of my muscles, it also works the miracle of calming me down and allowing me to open up, in the sincere way I was doing with someone who until now was a complete stranger like Laura. She was family, but I knew nothing about her.

I don’t know why, but we just connect. Between us, a suggestive bond is forming that makes me want to open my own personal Pandora’s box to her. Everything that hurts me right now, that crowds my mind, I feel like letting it flow freely and consciously from my mouth. I reveal to her without fear of being judged all of my fears, my doubts, my nightmares, as well as my absurd dreams of succeeding on the runway. Like me, she also shares with me her successes and misfortunes in Madrid.

It’s evident that she’s a woman made to fight, to compete in a world where you have to elbow your way in.

Laura sits next to me, puts a hand on my knee.

“Tell me everything. My mother told me you were running away from something. What happened? An ex? Family? Drugs?” she laughs, but her eyes are serious. I sense understanding in them.

I sit on the sofa.

I sigh, looking around trying to organize my thoughts.

“A scandal...” I summarize, lowering my head somewhat ashamed. “Photos of me... naked. They leaked and all of Málaga saw them. I couldn’t stay. The doors of the best modeling agency in Andalusia closed to me... And my boyfriend left me immediately, even though he was the one who took the photos.”

“Damn. I’m sorry. That doesn’t happen here. Madrid is big, and nobody knows you here. You can start fresh.”

I also ask her about her life here, and she, without any objections, opens her heart to me and narrates in detail her difficult beginnings in a new life full of lights and too many shadows.

In summary, she tells me that a little over a year ago she had arrived in the city of opportunities with a good job offer along with other girls with aspirations to succeed in the modeling world. A reputable advertising agency had offered her work as a catalog model in exchange for a significant but manageable amount of money. It was an unparalleled job opportunity that also gave her the great possibility of being able to study at a good modeling school owned by the agency.

“A complete dream for a small-town girl like me. —But it was all a big lie. Yes. That's what it was,” she offers me one of her cigarettes. After I decline, she lights one for herself, and after taking a good drag, continues narrating her story— “A big lie is what it was, Nerea. When we arrived at the station, nobody came to pick us up, we waited and waited. But nobody showed up. We called the contact number they had given us over and over. Nothing. No one answered. In fact, that number seemed not to exist,” she takes another, longer drag from her cigarette and looks me in the eyes. Hers glisten with moisture. “We realized we were alone. That... Well, that simply... Ugh! They had deceived us and stolen the little savings we had managed to gather. Money that we gladly handed over to secure a dream in the world of fashion,” she sighs. “So there we were, alone, scared and barely understanding what had happened to us. You can imagine it, right?”

“Yes.”

“Most of my companions decided to return home with what little they had left. I didn't want to go back with my tail between my legs and preferred to take advantage of the small opportunity the city offered me,” she gets up from the armchair and starts walking nervously from one side to the other. “My God! Go back to Cádiz? No, no. I was already in Madrid! I just had to be smart and...” she sits back down next to me, “taking advantage of an ad in the café downstairs that was looking for a waitress, I started working weekends. I rented a room in a shared dump. But soon they hired me full-time. Then I managed to get my foot in the door at a small but serious agency. I started earning enough so that I didn't have to continue as a waitress.”

“So, are you doing well as a model?”

She shrugs and lets out a bitter laugh.

“Not at all. In this business, there's no continuity. You don't go from one job straight to another. Today I had a casting for a lingerie campaign. They told me I have too many curves. That I'm quite commercial, but I don't quite fit. In other words, I'm hot enough for lingerie ads, but not for walking the runway at Fashion Week or for Vogue. That I'm too voluptuous. They looked at me as if I should apologize for having breasts and an ass.”

She gets up and walks around the living room, gesticulating.

“I've been trying to make a name for myself all this time. I've done catalogs, some commercials for local TV stations, photos for small brands... but nothing big. It's always the same: 'you have the face, but not the body.' Or 'you have the body, but your face is too common.' And I think: What the hell do they want? A hanger with silicone breasts and a doll face? I'm fed up. But I don't give up. Tomorrow I have another casting, and the day after another. Until someone gives me another chance. It's a constant struggle.”

She sits down again, looks at me.

“And you... what are you going to do here?”

“I don't know,” I admit. “Start. Survive. Try to be a model, even if it's just for catalogs. Or whatever. But I'm not going back to Málaga with my head down.”

Laura takes my hand.

“Well, you can stay here as long as you need. The guest room is yours. It's small, but comfortable. We'll share expenses, cook together, go out for beers... and to castings. Together we'll be stronger.”

I smile, feeling the knot in my stomach loosen a bit.

“Thank you, Laura. I don't know how to thank you for letting me stay with you...”

“Come on, don't talk nonsense,” she interrupts me. “We're family. And I certainly think I should help you. Or rather, rescue you, right?” she smiles. “Just so you know, miss, you're too innocent. Much more than most people who live in this city. And until you wise up, it's better that you stay here with me. Especially because in this modeling world, there are a lot of opportunists.” she sighed. “Want some advice, Nerea? Wake up! Yes, wake up if you don't want to be eaten alive. And from now on, save your good faith for those who can give you something in return.”


“Thanks for the advice. And truly, it's not necessary for you to...”

“Bah! Nonsense. It's decided. You're staying in my apartment, and tomorrow I'll introduce you to people in the industry. There's nothing more to discuss. It wouldn't be fair to leave you alone in this city, don't you think? What would your mother think of me...?”

I don't know why, but her smile, like her mere presence, comforts me. Something I need at this moment, and very much so.

“But...”

“But, but. But nothing! You see, honey...” she puts out her cigarette in the ashtray on the living room table. Then, to my surprise, she throws the butt out the window.

“I really don't want to be a bother. I was planning to make do with any hostel or boarding house. As long as it wasn't expensive.”

“Hey! No, no. None of that. Under no circumstances. No and no. And there's nothing more to discuss. By the way, does the smoke bother you?” she asks me like a machine gun. “It's a bad habit I've picked up. Don't even think about telling your mother.”

“No,” although I know it sounds more like: a little.

“Well, that's settled then. You're staying here.” She lights another cigarette and exhales the smoke through her nose. She looks at me and smiles again. “It's not very big, but it has a pretty decent bed.”

Have you ever had that feeling that makes you think you've known someone your whole life? That's exactly what Laura stirs in me.

Without giving me time to unpack my meager belongings, she drags me out of the house. Night is falling, and she wants to show me the pulse of my new city. I'm peering into a new world. Without barely being aware, I let myself be enchanted by the lights of the big city. By its brilliant lights, by the coming and going of people, by the hustle and bustle that floods it, by the very immensity that shapes it. By its many different aromas and sounds.

I fill not only my lungs with its peculiar fragrance, but my very soul is flooded with it, with all of it.

With the irritatingly beautiful Madrid. Beautiful and dangerous in equal parts.

For many it might be a city of urgencies and crowds, all gray and full of traffic jams, pollution and noise. It might seem ugly and inhuman to them, as well as maddening. But for me, for me it's the most beautiful of all. Before my eyes it appears full of opportunities that present themselves with just a glance. Signs with intermittent lights that come not only from the numerous shop windows and advertisements, but from the hundreds of thousands of small windows that rise to infinity. Small lights that resemble hundreds, thousands of stars or restless fireflies. Lights that attract me just as a mosquito is drawn to the blue light of insect-killing lamps.

Its singular cacophonic melody enchants me and numbs my fears and calms the bittersweet anxiety that minutes ago had become a nightmare difficult to escape.

It's at this precise moment when I wish to become an indivisible part of it. Yes, I want to be part of this brilliant and musical universe that surrounds me, no matter what. Because from the moment I've stepped on its streets, and perceived the possibilities it offers, I feel trapped by its spell.

As we leave the metro station, we head toward Gran Vía. My five senses continue to be flooded by the brightness and intermittent color of the lights that decorate it. By the strident yet melodic sound of sirens, the honking of a thousand vehicles, the very bustle generated by the people who inhabit it. Everything around me manages to surprise me and take me away, at least for a few seconds, from my sad reality. That bustle makes all the weight I carry on my shoulders shrink, just as I do, before everything that my eyes, my ears, my sense of smell, my touch (as my skin completely bristles) and even my taste experience.

While everything parades before my eyes like the trailer of the most wonderful movie I've ever seen, my heart beats in an agitated rhythm.

That's where the magic of this city lies. That's what makes it a magnet for anyone looking for an opportunity.

A couple of minutes later, we enter side streets perpendicular to the main one. I follow Laura to the door of a typical old building covered with granite stones, which give it an old but stately appearance. A building that was several stories high. On the ground floor, an elegant place offered countless cold and hot sandwiches. Laura quickly lit another cigarette before entering.

“So, what do you do now to pay the rent?... when you don't get any modeling work, I mean...” I ask her.

“You see. My parents didn't want me to leave Cádiz. They wanted me to study for a degree. They...” her voice breaks, “they were very upset. But perseverance bore fruit, and they ended up accepting that it was my dream. They helped me a lot at the beginning. Without them I wouldn't have made it. They gave me everything. Nerea, I wasn't willing to waste their money,” she says, turning her face to hide her tears.

“Hey! Are you okay?”

“Yes, yes,” I notice how she swallows hard, trying to calm herself. “Don't worry.” Her smile sounds as sad and broken as mine minutes before. “Now I'm the one sending money to them. Whatever little or much I manage to earn working. I had to find a way to make a living one way or another, Nerea.”

We order a tray of cold sandwiches with cheese and walnuts, salami, and sobrasada with omelet (a true delicacy). We talk about everything and more, and despite Laura's story having captivated me, inevitably, the accumulated sleep and fatigue led me to yawn.


“Well, I see sleep is getting the better of you,” she says smiling.



“Yes! I'm sorry. It's been too many emotions for one day. I'm exhausted.”

“Don't worry. I'm exhausted too. My eyes are closing just like yours,” she gets up and pays for what we ordered. “Come on, let's get some sleep. It's been a very long day for both of us.”

We decide to take a taxi, but Laura insists on walking for a while along Gran Vía. The Madrid night in early August still retains the day's heat, but now it's a softer, almost pleasant warmth that clings to the skin like a second layer. Bars are beginning to close their terraces, and there's the smell of tobacco from smokers gathered at the entrances of venues in a city that never sleeps. Laura walks beside me with determined steps, her sandals tapping against the pavement, her short white dress swaying with each stride. I'm wearing my black spaghetti-strap dress, my hair loose and somewhat disheveled from the quick shower I took at her apartment.

Gran Vía is alive, as always. The neon lights and illuminated theater billboards flash in red, blue, and gold: “Les Misérables,” “The Lion King,” “Mamma Mia!” – musicals that have been filling seats for years. The street is wide, majestic, with buildings that look like 19th-century palaces: the Metrópolis with its golden dome and winged statue at the top, the Press Palace with its giant clock, the Capitol building with its Schweppes Tonic neon sign visible from Callao. Cars move slowly, trapped in the night traffic, and taxis stop at every traffic light with impatient honking.

People fill the sidewalks: tourists with cameras hanging from their necks and maps in hand, young couples kissing under bar awnings, groups of friends coming from dinner and looking for the next spot, office workers still wearing loose ties and wrinkled shirts. There's a smell of street food rising from kebab and churro stands: hot oil, spices, fried dough. The cocktail bars are starting to fill up: on the terraces of Montera Street and Gran Vía itself, high tables with candles and gin and tonics gleaming under the lights. Music pours out from the venues.

Laura walks close to me with her arm linked through mine, as if we've been doing it all our lives.

“Look at this,” she says, pointing to the Telefónica Building, Madrid's oldest skyscraper, with its illuminated clock and antenna that looks like a finger pointing to the sky. “This is where it all began. Gran Vía is the city's artery. By day it's work, by night it's celebration. And you've just arrived just in time for the second part.”

We stop at the corner with Alcalá Street, in front of the Fine Arts Circle. The building is imposing: with its Corinthian columns, the dome with panoramic views that can be seen from below like a crown. There's a line to go up to the terrace: young people with drinks in hand, laughing, taking photos. Laura points to the rooftop.

“When we have money, we'll go up. From there you can see all of Madrid: the Retiro, the Almudena, Puerta del Sol. And at night it's magical. But today we're doing something free: walking.”

We continue on. We pass under illuminated signs. Laura tells me that as a child she had come with her parents to see the Christmas lights, which were turned on each December and transformed the street into a fairytale. I listen, fascinated. Málaga is beautiful, but small. Madrid is enormous, chaotic, alive. I feel tiny and yet giant at the same time.

We arrive at Plaza de Callao. Here Gran Vía widens, opens like a lung. There are old cinemas with light bulb marquees: the Callao, the Capitol, the Press Palace. The billboards advertise new movie releases, but also musicals and plays. People crowd at the entrances, buying last-minute tickets. A group of girls in short dresses and high heels passes by us, laughing out loud; a boy with a guitar plays something by Dire Straits and several tourists toss coins his way.

Laura stops in front of the Callao cinema, where they're showing a superhero movie.

“Remember when we were little and we watched Disney movies at the neighborhood theater?” she asks, nostalgically. “Well, here it's the same thing, but bigger. Everything is bigger in Madrid. The dreams, the disappointments, the opportunities.”

I nod. I feel the knot in my stomach loosening a bit. The city still seems hostile to me, but not as much. There's life here. There are possibilities for an ambitious girl.

We continue walking to the end of Gran Vía, where it intersects with Alcalá Street and Cibeles Square. The Metrópolis Building shines with its golden dome and the statue of the Winged Victory that seems to watch over the city. Laura points out the Cibeles Palace, illuminated, with the fountain of lions and frogs spitting water.

“This is where Gran Vía ends. And this is where everything else begins,” she says. “From here you can go to the Retiro, to Sol, to Chueca, to Malasaña... Madrid is yours now, Nerea. Take it slow, but take it.”

She hugs me from the side, her arm around my shoulders. I return the hug. The city continues its rhythm: cars, lights, laughter, hurried steps.

We both laugh. After splitting the taxi fare, we arrive at her apartment. In a matter of minutes, my bed is ready to be used.

“Done! By the way, Nerea.”

“Yes?”

“Tomorrow I'll be home late, so don't wait up for me. I have another audition in the morning. I'm going to leave you a copy of the key on the kitchen counter. That way you can come and go as you please.”

“Thank you. But it’s not necessary. I don’t want to impose.”

“Let’s not start this again! It’s nothing. Come on! Time for bed. Sleep well, sweetie.”

“Good night Laura, and thanks again.”

A thousand conflicting thoughts assault me during the night. I feel scared of the unknown, yet at the same time immensely excited by the opportunity I’m giving myself. Things have to work out. I need them to work out.

When I wake up the next morning around eleven, Laura has already left. Fortunately for me, she’s prepared coffee, as well as toast ready to be heated in the toaster, and left a copy of her apartment keys on the kitchen counter. Confused by sleep, fatigue, and with the recent events related to my life still very present in my mind, I get up from my new bed, which has turned out to be quite comfortable. Even more so than I had expected.

Little by little, I stretch my body. Much to my regret, memories of my family hit me and refuse to subside, and along with them, the sadness they generate. I take a deep breath. No, I can’t let myself be carried away by this vortex of reminiscences that only hurt me. No. It’s time to leave everything behind once and for all, so with more fear than conviction, I decide to ignore them and begin the first day of my new life.

The one that would take place in my long-dreamed-of Madrid. With a steaming coffee in hand, I approach one of the windows and after sliding the curtains aside, I let the light of a splendid day flood every corner of that apartment, which I already feel almost as my own.

While I sip my coffee, I examine not only the world unfolding before me beyond the glass. My restless eyes do the same with Laura’s apartment. An apartment that, despite being really small, turns out to be quite well laid out. And then there’s that light, the one that filters through its windows, illuminating everything (including the dust accumulated on the furniture).

My jovial mood, the one I had imposed on myself as a creed, improves as the minutes pass. So much so that I hurry to make the bed, and afterward, begin to clean and tidy up a bit that apartment that Laura had somewhat neglected. After finishing cleaning and organizing, which takes me no more than an hour, I take a quick shower and in front of the mirror, try, as much as possible, to spruce up my appearance.

Minutes later, I’m ready to take on the world.

Confident in the step I’m about to take, I grab the keys, and with enthusiasm as my banner, I go out into the street, where the emerging bustle of the neighborhood soon enlivens a morning full of possible job options.

There, standing on the last step of the worn stairs of a century-old building, I become aware of my absolute freedom, and the weight of it. And despite the emerging fears that everything new and unknown produces in us, I am more than willing to find my place, however small it may be, in this immense city. But for that, I must first secure a decent enough job to pay for my expenses, as well as share Laura’s rent and afford some treats for myself. I feel I’m facing a challenge. The challenge of being a complete stranger, just another anonymous person within this immense labyrinth of streets and people, and that’s the best feeling in the world.

I can assure you, without exaggeration, that for hours and hours I go from one place to another, asking here and there. But nothing at all. They don’t need waitresses, kitchen assistants, or dishwashers. And if they do, the salary in no way justifies the working hours and the effort required.

Well, for Madrid being the city of opportunities, it certainly wasn’t being one for me. And this pattern continues day after day. Weeks go by, days pass placidly, despite my growing desperation. Things at home are going well. Everything seems to have calmed down. That’s what time does. Its passage helps to heal wounds, which heal without me barely noticing. What weeks ago seemed like unbearable dramas first become tolerable and little by little fade away, though not forgotten. Because I’m not one who forgets or forgives. No, no one should expect that from me. Fran had hurt me so much.

Luckily, if you can call it that, things change. Work comes to me almost by chance, like everything good (and bad) that has been happening to me since I set foot in Madrid.

“Hey, Lau,” I say, wiping my mouth with a napkin after taking a bite of melon. “The bar downstairs, the one on the corner, the one with the wooden tables on the terrace... they needed someone for the afternoons. From four to eleven, Tuesday to Saturday. But they don’t need anyone anymore... because the job is mine! They pay almost everything under the table, but it’s 8 bucks an hour. It’s not much, but it’s something. And it’s a five-minute walk away.”

“Something is something. You have to start somewhere, but don’t you dare get comfortable. You didn’t come to Madrid to serve beers and fried food.”

I stay quiet for a second. My first paying job. It’s not a casting, not a photo session, not a fashion show. It’s serving beers, cleaning tables, putting up with drunks, and smiling, even when my feet hurt. But it’s money. Money I don’t have to ask anyone for. Money I can earn myself.

“Okay,” I say, and I feel a lump in my throat that I don’t know if it’s excitement or fear. “I’ll give it a try.”

That same afternoon I go downstairs. The bar is called “El Rincón de Fuencarral” (The Fuencarral Corner). It’s a typical neighborhood place: with a dark wooden façade with large windows, tall black metal tables with white marble tops, matching stools that have seen better days, and a faded green awning that says “Beers and Tapas” in white letters. Inside there’s a long wooden bar, stools with red Skay seats, shelves full of liquor bottles, and old black and white photos of Madrid. The owner is a man of about fifty-five, bald, with a thick mustache and a checkered shirt that looks like he changes once a week. His name is Manolo (surprising name...) He looks me up and down when I enter, with that look of someone who has already seen a thousand girls like me pass by.

“I told you to bring black jeans,” he says, drying his hands on a cloth hanging from his shoulder.

“I don’t have any, Manolo. I have these blue ones...”

“It doesn’t matter. Fine. You’re in charge of the terrace. No nonsense: you serve, clean, collect payment, smile. If you do well with customers, they’ll leave tips. I don’t want complaints. Understood?”

I nod. He hands me a black apron with the bar’s logo and points to the counter.

“Start by learning the menu. Draft beers, half pints, doubles, shandy with lemon, non-alcoholic shandy with lemon, summer red wine, sangria, vermouth... The basics. And tapas: patatas bravas, ham, tortilla, calamari, croquettes. That’s it. Don’t ask about anything fancy.”

The first shift is hell. I arrive at four and there are already people. The bar fills up quickly: people getting off work, confused tourists looking for something “authentic,” retirees coming to play cards. I serve beers that spill over my hand, mix up orders, break a glass trying to put it in the dishwasher. Manolo gives me dirty looks but doesn’t say anything. He just grunts a “come on, damn it!” every time he sees me hesitate.

By seven the bar is packed. The counter is chaos with dirty glasses, plates with leftover patatas bravas and squashed olives. My shirt is sticking to my back with sweat, my feet are burning inside my sneakers, and my hands smell of beer and wine. But when a customer leaves me a two-euro tip for a smile and a “thank you, beautiful,” I feel something new: pride. It’s not glamorous, it’s not runway work, it’s not a magazine cover, but it’s money I’ve earned myself. With my hands. With my legs and my aching feet.

At eleven I close, but we don’t leave until twelve-thirty. Time to clean and mop. Manolo gives me fifty-six euros in crumpled five and ten-euro bills. I’ve made twenty-six more in tips.

“Good for the first day,” he grunts. “Tomorrow at four again.”

I step out onto the street. The night is warm. I walk the five minutes to Laura’s building. I climb the stairs slowly, with sore feet, but with a smile that no one can take away from me.


My first job in Madrid, which I got without anyone’s help. A garbage job, yes: a crappy under-the-table salary, no contract, no rights. But it’s mine. And that, after everything I’ve been through, is worth more than any runway in Seville.

When I enter the apartment, Laura is on the couch with a beer in her hand and the TV tuned to a gossip show.

“How was it?” she asks.

I collapse beside her, kick off my shoes and sigh.

“Exhausting. But good. I made eighty-two euros. Fifty-six from Manolo and the rest in tips.”

I ask about her audition today, because she seems quieter than usual. She’s taken off her heels at the entrance and thrown herself on the couch without saying anything. Now, when I ask her, she shrugs and looks toward the window.

“Bad,” she says dryly, her voice flat and lifeless. “Very bad.”

I can tell she doesn’t want to talk about it. I can see it in the way she presses her lips together, in how she fidgets with the edge of her shirt, in how she avoids my eyes. I know that posture: it’s the same one I adopt when someone asks me about the leaked photos, or about Fran. It’s the posture of someone who wants to close a door that’s still ajar.

I don’t push it. I stay quiet, taking a sip of beer. The silence grows too long. I can see she doesn’t feel like talking. I take a refreshing shower and when I return wrapped in a towel, she gets up and walks to the window, looks out at the inner courtyard where a neighbor is hanging clothes, then turns to me.

“Take off the towel,” she says.

I freeze.

“What?”

“Take it off. I want to see you naked.”

I look at her with wide eyes. My heart skips a beat. The towel is knotted just above my chest, and suddenly it feels like it weighs tons.

“Laura... I’m embarrassed,” I say, my voice coming out small, almost a whisper.

She takes a step closer, arms crossed, her expression serious but not harsh.

“Don’t think anything weird. I’m not hitting on you. I just want to see you. I want to see your body for real. Without clothes, without posing. Like the model you intend to become.”

I swallow hard. The blush rises from my neck to my ears. I’ve never been completely naked in front of another woman like this, not so deliberately. At runway auditions in Seville, yes, of course: communal changing rooms, quick changes, half-naked bodies everywhere. But that was work. This is... different. It’s too intimate, too real.

“I don’t know...” I murmur, looking at the floor.

Laura sits next to me again, takes my hand. Her fingers are warm, firm.

“Nerea, listen to me. In this industry, your body is your tool. Your instrument. And if you want to work again, if you want to be seen as a model again, you have to take it all off. Literally and metaphorically. You can’t be shy in front of a camera. Or in front of a photographer. Or in front of a friend. If you’re embarrassed now, you’ll be embarrassed in a studio, and in a studio there’s no room for embarrassment.”

Her words hit me hard. She’s right. I suppose in this world, embarrassment is a luxury you can’t afford. I look at my hands. My nails are short and unpainted. A neglect I need to remedy.

“Okay,” I whisper.

I stand up slowly. My heart is beating so hard I think she can hear it. I untie the towel with clumsy fingers. The fabric falls to the floor with a soft sound, almost a sigh. I stand completely naked in front of her: my breasts exposed and nipples hardened by the air coming through the window. I’m aware of my body, of my defined waist, of my hips, of my waxed pubic area with a thin strip of hair that I still keep more or less maintained.

Laura looks at me slowly, up and down, without hiding it. There’s no lust in her gaze. There’s professional assessment, but also admiration.

“Damn, you bitch. You have a model’s body,” she finally says, her voice low and convinced. “Real curves, perfect proportions. Wide hips but balanced with your shoulders, narrow waist, full breasts, but not exaggerated. Long legs, slender ankles...”

I feel exposed, but not uncomfortable. There’s something liberating about being naked in front of someone who doesn’t judge you, who just sees you.

“Thank you,” I say, my voice trembling.

She stands up, walks around me as if I were a sculpture in a gallery.

“Wax your pussy better. Paint your nails, and go to the hairdresser. When you’re ready, I’ll introduce you to a photographer friend of mine. His name is Víctor. He specializes in boudoir and artistic nudes. He does amazing work, and makes women look like goddesses. It’s not porn, not even erotic, it’s art. And you need a complete portfolio.”

She looks me in the eyes.

“Leave the embarrassment behind, Nerea. A model can’t be inhibited. A model has to own her body and her mind.”

I nod, feeling the embarrassment, the fear, the idea that my body is my work tool.

Laura smiles, gives me a quick hug, with me still naked.

“When you’re ready, we’ll call Víctor. And he’ll take the most powerful photos you’ve ever had. Because you deserve to see yourself as I see you: fucking spectacular.”

I stand there, naked in the middle of the living room, and for the first time in a long time I feel that my body isn’t a burden. It’s a weapon.

Summer 2025

Mateo calls me to his office that morning. The heat already seeps through the cracks in the blinds and the center’s air conditioning struggles to maintain the temperature. I find him sitting behind his desk, his white coat open over a light blue shirt. He has a tablet with my medical history in front of him. He looks at me with that calm of his that always both reassures and makes me nervous at the same time.

“Nerea, sit here,” he says, pointing to the chair in front of him. He gets up to help me move the chair, but quickly realizes I no longer need him to do that, so he sits back down.

He closes the tablet, folds his hands on the desk and looks me directly in the eyes.

“I’m going to discharge you. Today.”

I can’t believe it. My heart skips a beat so hard I think he can hear it. It’s been months of pain, of suffering, and suddenly, I hear those words that sound like a balm.

“Discharge?” I repeat, as if the word made no sense.

“Yes. You’ve made tremendous progress these past months. Your hip has consolidated, your muscles are responding, your balance is stable. You’ve recovered at a surprising speed. The care you need can be provided at home. There’s no medical reason for you to stay here. Besides, I assume it hasn’t been cheap.”

For a moment I get emotional. My eyes fill with tears and I smile involuntarily. Discharged. Going home. Sleeping in my own bed. Walking around my neighborhood. But the emotion doesn’t last long. Reality hits me like a bucket of cold water.

“I don’t have a home,” I say quietly. “I sold my apartment to pay the bills for the center and the private therapies that social security didn’t cover. My financial situation... is a disaster. I’ll have to go to my parents’ house.”

Mateo nods slowly, as if he had expected this.

“I know. Your mother mentioned it to me a couple of weeks ago. And that’s okay. It’s a logical step. They love you, they’ll take care of you, and you can continue your recovery from there. It’s the best thing right now.”

He stays quiet for a second, then adds:

“I’d like to take you there myself. If that’s okay with you, of course.”

I look at him. His brown eyes are serious, but there’s a warmth that makes me feel safe.

“Okay,” I whisper. “At six? I need some time to pack my things.”

“Perfect for me,” he answers.

I leave his office feeling both floating and sinking. I’m leaving this place, but going to my parents’ house. At thirty-one. Like I’m returning to adolescence. With a future that looks like a rough draft.

I start packing my suitcase that same afternoon. I put my clothes in the travel bag. I fold each item carefully, as if I were saying goodbye to something. The room no longer feels like mine: the articulated bed, the wardrobe with neatly arranged clothes, the window overlooking the garden where I’ve walked with Javi... Everything seems timeless now.

The door opens slowly. Javi enters in his electric wheelchair with his folded cane on his lap. He sees me with the open suitcase and folded clothes. He doesn’t say anything. He just stays at the door, watching me. His brown eyes moisten a little, but he doesn’t cry. He just nods, as if he already knew.

“You’re leaving,” he finally says, his voice thick but firm.

I nod, unable to speak. I approach him, crouch down to his level. I take his hands.

“Mateo just discharged me,” I tell him, though I’m aware the news has caught him off guard. “But I’ll come back to visit you. I promise. Don’t worry.”

He smiles, that enormous smile he never loses.

“Of course. And I’ll wait for you here, with Patri and my books. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

His voice breaks a little at the end. I hug him tightly, my head against his shoulder. He smells of mild shampoo and the lavender cologne that I’ll almost miss when I leave. He returns the hug with awkward but sincere arms.

“Don’t forget about me,” he whispers.

“I won’t, Javi,” I respond, and I mean it.

At that moment, the door opens again. Fran enters without knocking. He looks at Javi as if his presence bothered him, as if he were an obstacle. Then he looks at me.

“We need to talk,” he says, curtly. “Alone. And it’s urgent.”

I look at Javi. He lowers his gaze, but doesn’t move.

“You can talk in front of Javi,” I say, firmly.

Fran presses his lips together, but reluctantly nods.

“I have an audition for you. This very afternoon.”

I freeze.

“What?”

“A commercial for Jerez wine. For an important winery. It’s a big campaign: billboards, regional television, social media... The agency needs it now. It’s your opportunity to get back into the commercial circuit.”

I can’t believe it. After months of rehabilitation, of pain, of feeling like a mechanical assembly of metal and screws... an audition. A door opening...

“Really?” I ask, my voice trembling.

Fran nods.

“There’s also a TV commercial. But we need to leave now. The casting is at six at the agency’s studio. If we don’t make it in time, they’ll give it to someone else. If they choose you, the sessions and commercials will be filmed at the wineries in Jerez in a few days. It’s an opportunity we can’t miss.”

I look at Javi. He looks at me with serious eyes, not smiling.

Then I look at the clock. Quarter to four. I’m supposed to meet Mateo at six.

Fran sees me hesitate.

“Some trains only pass once,” he says, and his voice sounds like an ultimatum.

Javi doesn’t say anything. He just looks at me. And in his eyes I see everything: the understanding, the sadness of someone who knows that the world always chooses what’s shiny even if it’s toxic.

I lower my eyes. I know what he expects from me. I know what I should do. But I also know that Fran is right. The train is passing. And I... I need to get on.

September 2011

Another rejection at a casting. My feet are swollen, my shirt with the bar’s logo is sticking to my sweaty skin, and my morale is at rock bottom. I can’t take it anymore.

“No, what I should really do is get the hell out of here once and for all,” I lean on the kitchen counter and lower my head in anger. “Yes, that’s what I should do.” Laura’s hand on my back doesn’t manage to calm my rage. “Get the fuck out of this fucking city. Damn it!” I burst into tears and collapse onto the sofa. “I can’t take it anymore. Shit! This isn’t what I came looking for, a waitressing job in a neighborhood bar and one failure after another at castings. Neither Laura’s advice nor my desperate attempts to get something related to the fashion or advertising world are doing any good.”

“Please, Nerea. Calm down! Don’t get like this. Everything’s going to change, you’ll see.”

“No Laura. Nothing’s going to change, damn it!” I sit down, then wipe my nose with my sleeve while my gaze gets lost in the absolute nothingness of that tiny apartment. “I’ll keep working at that shitty job and, consequently, I’ll keep taking advantage of your kindness. Which I hate. And I don’t mean because of you, but because of me.”

“Relax, it’s okay. You know you can stay here as long as you need. You know that, right?” She sits beside me and brushes the hair from my face while I hiccup over and over, unable to control myself. “I think I’ve told you like, I don’t know. A hundred times? Maybe even more.” Her smile barely comforts me. The truth is it always did, but not today. Today everything is just shit.

“Yes. But try to understand me, Laura. This isn’t what I want, not at all,” I say, sighing deeply. “This isn’t the idea I had when I decided to come here. Although now that I think about it, I don’t think coming was a good idea at all. Laura,” I cry while hugging her, “I don’t want to have to go back to Málaga as a failure. No. I don’t want to. I can’t... Please, please... don’t let me go back like that. But I need something to go right for me for once, Laura.”

“You won’t. Get that out of your head. And of course I won’t let you do that.”

“My parents, those I thought were my friends... I, I can’t go back with the word failure written on my forehead. That’s what many people are waiting for, to revel in my defeat. I don’t want to return being the image of failure. I simply can’t. And even less when I know there are many people wishing for it.” Tears choke me. “I can’t.”

“And you won’t. Of course you won’t! So calm down. Come on Nerea, don’t cry anymore.”

“I don’t want to go through that again! I couldn’t bear it anymore. No. I couldn’t. I’m not as strong as I thought I was. The accusing looks..., the gossip... God, Laura. I don’t want to!”

“Come on, don’t cry anymore,” she says, breaking free from my hug and tenderly caressing my face. “Come on, go take a shower, you need it, you smell like fried food.” I feel sweaty and sticky from head to toe. “Take a shower, and afterward, when you’re calmer, we’ll talk. Okay?”

“Okay,” I whimper, trying to control the spasmodic movements of my diaphragm.

“Very good,” with a jump, Laura stands up to make me get up. “While you shower and calm down, I’m going to try to prepare something to perk you up. A nice hot soup. From a packet, of course. It’ll do you good, you’ll see.”

“Thank you.”

“Nerea, please. Stop thanking me. You’re starting to be a bit tiresome and repetitive. Come on, to the shower. Now!”

After a long hot shower, I settle next to her on the sofa and take the steaming bowl of soup she offers me. After drinking it, I ask for one of her cigarettes. I’ve rarely smoked, but tonight I need one. I inhale deeply and as I let the smoke escape, I feel all my anger leaving in one long exhalation. I understand why people say smoking relaxes them...


Laura takes my hand and squeezes it firmly.

“Honey, now I need you to pay attention to me. But, above all, I want you to try to see my offer for what it is, an invitation, just that. One more option to consider. And if I’m doing this, it’s because I can’t stand to see you like this.” I notice some hesitation in her voice. A strange intonation that makes me fix my eyes on hers. “I want you to understand that you don’t have to feel obligated to accept it if you don’t want to. Remember that it’s just a mere proposal that you can accept or not. And sorry for repeating myself so many times. But I need this to be clear to you. Because I don’t intend, nor do I want, to condition you. No, that’s not my intention, not at all. That’s why I need you to understand that what I’m going to propose is just a possibility. And you decide whether to accept it or not.”

“I don’t understand you, Laura. What are you talking about?”

“Nerea, seriously. You don’t have to feel obligated to anything, anything, okay? And of course, this is absolutely secret. Nobody. I repeat, nobody should know about this...” some hesitation appears on her face. “Anyway, let’s see where to start...” she takes a deep breath before starting to speak.

“Try starting at the beginning,” I suggest, shrugging my shoulders while giving a slight smile.

“Very funny!” she says. “This isn’t easy for me. Not at all. But anyway, here goes,” she whispers nervously. “This coming Saturday there’s a party. A somewhat special party, let’s say. One of those parties where certain girls are paid to entertain, in one way or another, the gentlemen who attend. Do you understand what I mean? You know where I’m going with this, right? Please tell me you do.”

“I think I do.”

“Good! Thank you,” she sighs with relief. “The thing is, there’s always room for a friend, or someone new...” again I notice certain fear, even some doubt in her eyes and something tells me I don’t want to hear what she’s about to say, “I don’t know if you’d be interested in attending something like that. What do you say?”

“A party?”

“Yes. Let me explain,” she sighs again. “It’s a private party for a group of... Well, wealthy people who want to have an entertaining and uninhibited time, in the broadest sense of the word uninhibited, with some beautiful girls.”

“Do they pay well?”

“How much do they pay? Nerea, I need you to listen to me. I think before talking about money we should clarify some things. Like explaining more precisely what I do besides my work as a model. I work at certain events...”

Laura, visibly nervous, grabs her pack of cigarettes. She takes one out and lights it.

“Laura, I’m not stupid. I know that with what you earn as a model, it’s impossible for you to pay the rent, and until a few months ago you lived alone. I’ve always suspected there was something else.”

“That’s right. And this is where I’m going to ask you to never tell anyone what you’re about to hear. Don’t make me regret this moment.”

“I’m afraid... I’m starting to imagine what you’re going to tell me...”

“Besides what I make from the little modeling work I get, you know...” her smile once again turned sad and somber. But soon it brightened.

My face must be quite a sight, but she’s determined to tell me everything once and for all.

“Let me see how to explain this so you don’t get scared,” she smiled again. And this time her smile doesn’t light up her face either. “You see, there are places that look for young, pretty girls without too many hang-ups. Basically, they want high-class companions to ‘liven up’ the atmosphere. It’s an elegant club where gentlemen pay for the company of girls who don’t put up too much resistance when it comes to having a good time. Well, what amounts to being a...”

“A whore,” I say very seriously.

“Put that way it sounds horrible, but yes... Although I prefer the word companion. When I was offered the opportunity to work there, I couldn’t even pay the rent, so I accepted the offer without hesitation. I’m not proud of it, but it’s a way to... let’s say, make ends meet. And if you look at it properly, it’s a job like any other related to nightlife: money in exchange for services.”

She looks at me very seriously and asks: “Does it bother you, make you uncomfortable? Does it disgust you?”

“It doesn’t bother me or make me uncomfortable. And I’m not going to judge you for it either. Not at all. I know how difficult it is to succeed as a model. The easy thing would be to condemn your behavior, but I’m not going to do that. It’s your life and your body. And only you have control over it.” I look at her with a smile. “I know it sounds like cheap populism, but that’s how I see it.” Laura avoids my gaze, embarrassed. With a simple squeeze and a plain smile, I want to make her understand that I don’t care what she does for a living. “How much do they pay?” I insist again.

Laura lets out a laugh.

“They pay very well. But if you don’t want to, you don’t have to...”

“How much is ‘well’?”

“Between five hundred and seven hundred euros per night. More or less. It all depends on...”

“God! Seriously? Seven hundred for just a party?”

“Yes, but it’s not just a party.”

“If they pay like that, it certainly isn’t. But what does this not-so-simple party involve? Can you be a bit more specific?”

“The truth is there’s not much to tell. You just have to look pretty, be nice, smile, and... if the situation arises, well...”

“Fuck?”

“Only if you want to, darling! Only if they propose it and you accept. And if you accept, the encounter could take place right there; there are rooms for that, or wherever the client wishes. Normally they explain the different possibilities at the club. If it's at the club itself, the client pays for the room, and if they prefer to go to a hotel or a private residence, they discuss it directly with the event organizers.”

“And... what if I didn't want to go with someone?”

“Well, the first thing you need to be clear about is what these parties are for. You can't systematically refuse, or they won't call you again. But you could occasionally reject 'offers' that don't satisfy you.”

“Really? Are you sure? Because I don't want to complicate your life, but at the same time, I don't know how I'm going to feel in a moment like that. I'm really afraid of how I might react.”

“Nerea, it might sound strange, but these days, virginity, modesty, and even decency itself are somewhat overvalued. But the weight of guilt and that feeling of emptiness that comes the first time can be very painful and heavy. I'm speaking from personal experience. It's not pleasant knowing you're selling yourself, that you're a... You know. Only you set the limit. I want you to understand this from the start. Only you decide how far you want to go, how much you're willing to give. You set your limits. Do you understand that, right?”

“Yes,” I say with complete certainty. “And don't worry, I'm neither a virgin nor excessively modest. As for decency... What can I tell you? It's just a label we attribute to ourselves according to what we value. Because what I consider decent might not seem that way to others, but that doesn't make it any less decent to me. Laura, seriously, I care very little about what others think. In fact, my decency is above that of many people. Because I do consider myself a decent person, and if I am, it's because there's nothing wrong with what I do. The problem lies with others. In the eyes of those who judge us. So don't worry. If the opportunity arises, if it does, I think I'd be mature enough to make the right decision.”

“The truth is that it might seem simple to put a price on our body, on our caresses and each of our kisses, as if they were mere merchandise. But it's never easy. No, it's not. And especially not the first time. It's never easy to get used to the idea that what you're actually selling is your intimacy, the enjoyment of your body that others will have. And it isn't, because no matter how small that fraction of ourselves we give in exchange for money, it's still a part of our lives.”

“Unfortunately, Laura, my current situation doesn't allow me to be too fussy. I don't have money to stay here. Either I do this or I'll have to go back to Málaga, and that's the last thing I want to do. So, as hard as it may seem, I'll do it.”

“Well, if you're so clear about it. We'd better hurry up and get moving.”

“Moving? In what sense?”

“Every girl who wants to work in this needs a good introduction. Which happens to be...” –she picks up her phone from the coffee table– “some good photos that know how to sell you. But for that, we'll first need to fix that tangled mess of hair you have, put something sexy on you, apply a bit of makeup, and have you pose to show the camera all the potential you have, which is a lot.”

“Okay.”

“To start with. Super important question. How 'trimmed' is your pubic area?”

“Trimmed?... Oh, right! Well, good, I think.”

“'I think' doesn't work for me. Waxed, very waxed, or wild? The last time I saw you, it was waxed but somewhat neglected.”

“...waxed, normal style.”

“Normal doesn't cut it. Many clients, if not all, like it to be well-shaved. Same with the whole body, which also needs to be very moisturized and smooth. And now that I'm looking at you properly, you need a complete makeover. Hair, eyebrows, nails, feet... Ugh!” –she sighs– “But don't worry, I know the perfect people for that. Great, fast, and best of all, cheap. The 'Chinese ladies' downstairs are the best. Let's see, stand up” –I stood up with a sigh– “Yes, you need a little fixing up, but that's for tomorrow. Now we need to make you look sensational. And with that body and that face, you've got a lot of the work done already.”

Laura turns to me with that smile of hers that always seems to know more than she says. The living room is set up like an improvised studio: we've pushed the sofa against the wall, spread a white sheet on the floor to simulate a neutral background, and placed two floor lamps with soft bulbs that give a warm, almost golden light. On the table, a Canon camera, a cheap tripod, and a bottle of cheap white wine that we've opened to "relax."

“Come on, cousin,” she says, pouring me a glass. “It's for an escort catalog. We need artistic photos, but sexy.”

I stand in the middle of the living room, with the bathrobe she's lent me covering me from neck to ankles. Underneath I'm wearing a lingerie set she's given me: a black lace bra with thin straps and matching thong, from a brand I don't recognize but that looks expensive. I already feel exposed, even though I haven't taken anything off yet. My heart is beating fast, my palms are sweating.

“I don't know, Laura,” I say with a trembling voice. “I'm uncomfortable. The whole photo thing... doesn't bring back good memories.”

She laughs softly and passes me the glass. I take a sip; the wine is cold, acidic, it runs down my throat and refreshes me.

“Girl, relax. This is an anonymous catalog. The body is the main focus, your face doesn't have to show if you don't want it to, though I'll tell you right now that with how beautiful you are, it would be a huge selling point. If you want to lose your inhibitions, this is perfect. A model can't be shy, Nerea. You have to embrace your body. Show it. Celebrate it.”

I nod, but I don't move. Laura approaches, takes the glass from my hand and places it on the small table. Then she grabs my shoulders, looks me in the eyes with that intensity of hers that always convinces me.

“Let's take it step by step,” she says. “First, take off the bathrobe. Just that. It's like being at the beach.”

I hesitate. The apartment is quiet, you can only hear the distant traffic of Malasaña and the hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen. I swallow hard, untie the knot of the bathrobe with clumsy fingers. The fabric opens, slides off my shoulders and falls to the floor with a soft sound. I'm left in black lingerie: the bra lifts my breasts, accentuating the cleavage between them, the transparent lace reveals the dark nipples underneath. The thong is minimal, a thin strip that disappears between my buttocks, the front triangle barely covering my pubic area. My skin is still pale, without a summer tan, but the curves are there.

Laura looks me up and down, her eyes shining.

“Damn, girl. You have a scandalous body. Let's start gently. Sit on the sofa, cross your legs, look at the camera with a defiant gaze.”

I sit down slowly, the old sofa creaks under my weight. I cross my legs, the opening of the thong shows a little, but I'm not revealing anything. Laura adjusts the camera on the tripod, turns on the lights. And starts shooting.

“Good,” she says. “Now lean forward a bit, rest your arms on your knees. Let the bra open a little.”

I obey. The neckline deepens, the lace stretches, revealing more exposed skin.

“Perfect. Now stand up, turn to the side, hand on your hip. Arch your back a little.”

I do it. The pose accentuates my curves: the round butt marked by the thong, the curved waist, the chest projected forward. I feel exposed, but also a bit powerful.

Laura gets excited.

“Now take off the bra,” she says. “Slowly, as if you were alone.”

I freeze.

“Naked? Already?”

She rolls her eyes.

“Girl, it's lingerie. And topless. Get over your shyness. Nobody's going to see these photos except at the club and us. And... by the way, put on some high heels. Men go crazy for heels.”

I return with stilettos with five-inch heels.

“Come on, damn it. Take off the bra already, for fuck's sake! We don't have all day for this.”

I hesitate. The blush rises up my neck. But the urgency in her voice convinces me. I unhook the bra from behind, let it fall down my arms. My breasts are exposed, nipples hardened by nervousness and the cool air. I instinctively cover myself with one arm.

“Don't cover yourself,” says Laura. “Let them free. Look at the camera as if you wanted to devour it.”

I lower my arm. My breasts move with each breath. For the first time in a long time, I'm aware of their beauty. They're round, firm, with that natural curve that I know borders on perfection. Laura shoots continuously. I change poses: from behind, the thong lost between my buttocks, back arched. From the side, one breast outlined against the light.

“Now the thong,” she says.

I freeze.

“Laura, I don't know...”

“Come on, damn it... You have to show the merchandise. If someone is willing to pay seven hundred euros for a fuck, they'll want to see the body they're investing in. No shame. Take it off slowly, looking at the camera.”

I swallow hard. I put my thumbs in the straps, lower the thong inch by inch. The fabric slides down my hips, to my ankles. I step out of it. I'm completely naked in front of Laura: legs slightly apart, breasts free, skin goosebumped. I feel vulnerable, but Laura encourages me.

“Perfect. Sit down, open your legs a little, cover just enough with your hand. Seductive look.”

I obey. The pose is intimate, suggestive. Then standing, back turned, hands on my buttocks. Lying on the floor, body curved, one arm covering my breast, the other hand on my pubis. Each photo makes me feel more exposed, though the embarrassment dissolves like sweat under the heat of the lamps.

Laura laughs, excited.

“You’re killing it, girl. Now one more: on your knees, hair covering one breast, hand between your legs as if you’re touching yourself.”

I blush, but I do it. The pose is erotic, but artistic.

Finally, I cover myself with the towel again. Laura turns off the camera and hugs me.

“That’s it. Now, let me make a call,” says Laura. “I need to do this before sending anything. If they say yes, I’ll send them your photos. After that, depending on their response, we’ll talk. Sound good?”

“Whatever you say!” I respond enthusiastically, showing her my crossed fingers.

While she talks on the phone, she gets up and goes into her bedroom. I can’t hear the conversation, but from what I can see reflected in her face, she’s nervous and gesturing.

“God, they’re going to say no,” I think. Suddenly, the phone conversation ends. Instinctively, I clench my fists.

Laura looks me in the eyes, and after that brief, sustained smile, she starts fiddling with her phone. Seconds later, the sound of a WhatsApp message makes her sigh.

“Well, that’s it.” I notice how her smile widens and her tone of voice changes. “Cousin. This Saturday you have a party...”

“Really?” I jump up and, holding my breath, fix my eyes on her.

“Yes. So we better sit down. I need to give you a quick lesson in protocol,” her gaze turns cold, and an artificial smile forms on her lips. “Nerea, please sit down. We need to talk.”

The seriousness of the moment seems even forced to me, but I don’t want to offend her, so I sit down next to her.

“I’m going to explain a couple of things that, as an escort, you need to know and master,” she says as if giving me instructions for a job interview. “Because this coming Saturday that’s what you’ll be, an escort,” she sighs. “I don’t want to deceive you, honey, so I’m not going to deny that things happen at these parties. Because they do happen. Almost always something happens. Besides, I don’t think you’re stupid, right? Well, the first thing you should learn in this profession is the use of condoms. Always, listen carefully, always use one. Demand it. And if they say no, refuse to have sex. Safety above all. There are no second chances here. If you catch something bad... Is that clear?” I nod firmly. “I recommend using lubricant in your intimate area. Although you may not believe it, that simple gesture will make them think you’re eager to have them inside you. Something that won’t be as desired as you might think.”

“Ok.”

“No less important is asking for the money before the act. Money first, then sex. But you must be subtle. It shouldn’t seem like money is the most important thing, even though it is. Always keep your phone handy,” she pauses for a second to breathe, then continues talking. “That said, now I’m going to teach you how to handle yourself around men. First, you need to know and identify each of the men you’ll be dealing with. For this, you have to learn to identify them with just a glance. Why? Simple. You need to anticipate them, their tastes, their hobbies, you must learn to interpret even their slightest complaint. And how can I find all that out, you might ask? Very simple. By asking them. Yes, asking them. To do this, find the exact questions to get specific answers. With time, you’ll learn to master this technique which, while it might seem complicated at first, really isn’t.”

“Okay, I understand.”

While she speaks, I listen with eyes wide open, although, to tell the truth, I feel calm because I consider myself sufficiently experienced in sexual matters. Practice is practice, and I have some. I think everything will be easy for me.

“You’ll encounter men who want you to make them feel powerful,” she continues, “if only for a few hours. Others, on the other hand, will want to feel confident in themselves by being in control of you. However, that confidence of theirs must always come from the belief that you belong to them. On the contrary, there will be others who only seek understanding from you. Believe me, there are more of these than you think. The classic guy who wants to tell you about his troubles. These will want to be listened to, and may want to be falsely loved. Some might ask you to treat them as if you were their girlfriend, their fiancée, even their wife.”

“This I do understand. The typical movie stuff, right?”

“Honey, don't ever make the mistake of believing your own movie. The one you'll have to invent for them. I'm telling you from experience. Don't fall in love,” she gets up to refill our wine glasses.

“I understand.”

“No! You don't understand,” her voice hardened. “You're going to be a whore, Nerea. Whores don't fall in love. No Richard Gere is going to show up to rescue you in a limousine.”

“Lau, please. I'm not a child.”

“Listen to me, please!” she demands. “What I'm trying to do is make you understand the step you're about to take. Because once you've taken it, it won't be easy to go back. You still have time not to start. You know that, right? Be clear about one thing. Seven hundred, or five hundred euros for one night, are very tempting, and you'll want more. I know because it happened to me.”

“Yes, don't worry. You don't need to worry about me, cousin,” I take her hands. “Really, don't worry. I'm not exactly a saint, so to speak. And please, stop feeling guilty. The decision is mine, and mine alone. The fact that you offered it to me doesn't make you guilty of anything,” I see her lower her gaze.

“Yes, I know. But I can't help feeling somewhat guilty. I don't want you to think that I'm... I don't know. I don't want you to think that I'm somehow pushing you into this.”

“No, not at all! You're simply offering me help. That's all. Something I'm deeply grateful for.”

“Yeah, but maybe you think I'm doing it because I want you to leave, or to pay me, or because...”

“For God's sake! None of that, please. I only have words of gratitude for you. I love you so much, Laura. In the short time I've known you, you've been a better friend than those I thought were friends for so many years. Here, you're all the family I have.”

“Bah! Don't talk nonsense. It's not that big a deal.”

“Yes, yes it is. At least for me it is.”

“Okay, fine. If you want, I'll continue with the lesson...”

“Yes, please.”

Laura takes another long sip from her glass and continues:

“First of all, pay special attention to the way we present ourselves, as well as how we sit down. Both must be completely correct and elegant, and of course, extremely attractive.”

Regarding how to sit, first adjust your skirt before taking a seat, and once seated, never do so with your legs apart. That's completely vulgar. We're escorts, not cheap hookers. Try to always maintain an upright posture, keeping your shoulders back, chin up, chest out. As for your legs, the correct way is to cross your ankles or keep your legs together by sliding your heels slightly backward, without forgetting to subtly shift your legs slightly to your left. Many men find these types of postures both irresistible and elegant.

Laura demonstrates the complete sitting motion and I observe the mastery with which she does it.

“You must pay close attention to how you drink. There's an entire ritual to the art of drinking wine or champagne from a glass,” she continues. “Look, you need to hold the glass with your fingers, like this...” she shows me how I should do it, “delicately resting on the stem of the glass. Never smudge the bowl of the glass. It creates a terrible impression to see a completely transparent glass covered in fingerprints.”

“Like this?”

“Yes, like that,” she laughs. “And when you drink, please, always look over the rim of your glass, establishing eye contact with your target. I also recommend that you play with the edge of the glass, like I'm doing. Caress it this way, with one finger, slowly, very slowly. And then, only if you dare to go a bit further, dip it into the drink and then bring it to your mouth and suck it like this. Make sure it doesn't come across as too vulgar. If you know how to do it correctly, I can assure you that you'll have them eating out of your hand.”

“Seriously? Just by doing that?”

“Yes, just that will make their hearts race.”

“Come on.”

“Yes. Believe it or not, that simple gesture will drive them crazy. I give you my word. It seems, according to them, that there's a certain similarity between what you have between your legs and a glass of champagne. Don't ask me, I don't have answers for everything.”

After relaxing with laughter, I put the theory into practice.

“Is this how I should do it?”

“Yes, like that. Very good,” she laughs, pleased.

The long-awaited Saturday finally arrives. And with it, some unexpected nerves that do nothing but create within me a terrible fear of not measuring up.

These nerves keep me awake for most of Friday night until well into Saturday morning.

Laura continues instructing me to avoid falling into the imperfection of vulgarity, so detested and rejected by those who would pay for our company. The morning passes with laughter and jokes. Around six in the afternoon, she jumps up from the sofa as if struck by an electric shock.


“Come on. Let’s stop joking. Seriously,” she sighs. “Now we just need to see what we’re going to put on you. Though with that body of yours, any little outfit will do. And now that I look at you... Yes. I think I have the perfect dress for you. Yes, yes. Wait, you’re going to love it. I’ll go get it,” she jumps up from the sofa and runs to her bedroom closet. I hear her talking to herself while she searches frantically.

Seconds later, she appears with a beautiful black mini dress that has sinuous transparent panels on the sides.

“At first glance it doesn’t look like much, but I assure you it’s something completely different when worn. With it you’ll be attractive but also provocative. As you can see, it ties at the neck and will show just enough. God, you’re going to leave them speechless and drooling!”

“Damn! I love it. It’s incredible,” I take it, and holding it against my body, I run to the bathroom to look in the mirror. “It’s gorgeous, gorgeous!” I squeal. “It’s an incredible dress. But don’t you think it will be too... you know, too much? I see it as somewhat short, not to say very short. I don’t know, maybe it’s excessive, don’t you think?”

“No way! You’re going to look killer in it. They’ll be lining up for you, you’ll see,” she tells me.

“You’re exaggerating.”

“No, I’m not exaggerating, honey. You’re going to cause a sensation. Especially if you put on these beautiful sandals,” she says, showing me the shoes she was hiding behind her back. “They have dizzying heels like the neckline of that dress.”

“I love them!”

Without taking my eyes off my reflection in the mirror, she positions herself behind me to put up my hair. Then, she whispers in my ear:

“Remember, it’s not the dress that makes the woman, but the woman who makes the dress. And you, whether you believe it or not, are very elegant. You have a special and natural bearing that very few women have. And that’s why I hate you,” she laughs. “Seriously, Nerea, you’re one of those women who look amazing in anything they wear. You have your own style. As natural as that innate elegance you possess. The important thing is that you realize it and learn to take advantage of it.”

“Oh my God! The things you say.”

“It’s true. And that’s why you disgust me so much, girl,” she laughs again. “But a lot. You can’t imagine how much. You’re going to look very sensual in it, seriously. And it’s not short at all, it’s ideal for that type of party. Parties where sensuality and eroticism take precedence over everything else. I assure you with this dress you’ll hit the mark perfectly.”

Despite the countless compliments and laughter, the shadow of doubt appears on my face.

Laura notices immediately.

“What’s wrong?”

“...” I sigh to try to control my breathing. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous. I am, very much so. God! I’m dying of nerves. What if... I don’t measure up? What if I mess up? What if...?”

“What if, what if..., what if nothing! Nothing’s going to happen. You’re going to be great. You can be sure of that.” She takes my hand. “Relax, I know how you feel. I felt the same way my first time. It’s just stage fright. That’s all.”


“I’m really attracted to the idea, seriously. But I can’t help feeling nervous. It’s a very important step.”

“Then it’s best not to think about it anymore,” she says naturally. “And of course it’s normal to be nervous. But relax. You just have to think that it’s just another party you’re going to attend and where you’re going to have a great time.”

“Yes. That’s it. A party full of champagne and luxury.”

“Well then. Let’s get to work. It’s time to start getting ready. Time is running out.”

	Second Chances


September 2025

The photo session and the filming of the advertisement for the new fine wine end at sunset in the Jerez wineries, when the sun has already become an orange disk sinking behind the endless vineyards. The magic hour, according to photographers. In the air, there’s a slight aroma of grapes fermenting in oak barrels. I’ve spent the entire day among artificial lights, reflectors, cameras, and a team of twenty people who treated me as if I were made of glass. I’ve had to change clothes several times into Andalusian-style outfits with ruffles, deep necklines for the fictional harvest scene, a black lace blouse with a polka dot skirt for the winery scene,

Now for the party, I've put on a simple but effective black spaghetti strap dress. A flowing fabric that clings to my curves when I move, a V-neckline that reveals the beginning of my chest, an open back down to the waist, and a side slit that rises to mid-thigh. I've stepped into black stiletto heels for the first time since the accident. Eight centimeters. My ankles are trembling, my hip protests, but I endure. First because I must endure, and then because today I'm not the Nerea of rehabilitation. Today I'm the Nerea who walks on heels again.

The winery gardens are impressive, almost unreal. We're at a historic estate in Jerez de la Frontera, one of those century-old wineries that seem taken from a romantic painting: cobblestone courtyards with Sevillian tile fountains, horseshoe arches framing endless vineyards, whitewashed walls gleaming under the golden evening light, purple and red bougainvillea climbing up wrought iron gates, centuries-old olive trees twisted like living sculptures, and in the background, rows of barrels stacked under Arab tile roofs. The ground is a mixture of white gravel and reddish earth that crunches under my heels. There are long dark wooden tables prepared for the post-shoot appetizers. Dressed with white tablecloths, cut crystal glasses, tall candles that almost invisible waiters are beginning to light.

The photo sessions have been exhausting. The production team had set up soft spotlights that bathed the gardens in an almost cinematic light, and a light machine-generated mist to give that ethereal touch to the final shots.

The scenes were simple, but striking: me walking barefoot across the cobblestone courtyard, a glass of fino wine in hand, looking at the horizon with a serene smile. The sound of cameras clicking like gunshots, and me feeling like a model again.

After the photos, we did the recording for the television commercial. The winery owners had insisted they wanted a horse to appear. A calm white mare that they made me ride despite the condition of my hip.

Fran held me by the waist as I mounted, and although Mateo or Patricia would think I was crazy, I couldn’t refuse. The mare walked slowly along the vineyard path, me in a flowing white dress with my hair moving almost naturally in the wind generated by a powerful fan. The camera followed me. Each gentle trot made me clench my teeth, but I maintained my composure. The director congratulated me on my professionalism.

Now we’re at the cocktail reception. I’m standing in the center of the main courtyard, despite feeling pain in my hip. The black dress clings to my body, and the heels sink into the gravel. Despite the pain, I’m happy, fulfilled. Fran is by my side, as the agency supervisor, but also as... something more. He holds me by the waist with one hand, firm, possessive, while we receive congratulations from the winery owners.

Fran tightens his hand on my waist, his fingers brushing the bare skin of my back. I feel his warmth through the thin fabric. The dress clings to my body, the thin straps leave my shoulders bare, the neckline accentuates the curve of my breasts as the heels force me to arch my back, push out my chest and sway my hips with each step.

I excuse myself for a second to go to the bathroom. My hip is killing me. When I come out, Fran is waiting for me at the door, he turns me toward him, takes my face in both hands and kisses me on the lips. It’s a kiss of celebration, but also of possession. I pull away, breathing a little heavily, and see his triumphant smile.

“You were incredible,” he says. “This is just the beginning. Together we can do beautiful things...”

I can’t take it anymore, and I take off my heels right there, walking barefoot on the cold gravel. I walk barefoot toward the side of the courtyard, where bottles of different types of fino wine fly over the tables. Fran follows me, his hand still on the small of my back. I see Verónica giving him an accusing look, but she doesn’t approach us.

The gardens are an Andalusian dream: cobblestone courtyards with blue and white tiled fountains, horseshoe arches covered with purple bougainvillea, centuries-old olive trees with trunks twisted like living sculptures, rows of vines that disappear into the darkness beyond the lights. There are tall candles in iron candelabras, long tables with white tablecloths, crystal glasses reflecting the lights, and a quartet of flamenco guitars playing softly in a corner. The smell of ripe grapes, oak wood from the barrels, jasmine and warm earth envelops me. It’s beautiful. It’s perfect.

But I still feel that pull in my hip, that reminder that I’m not the same as before. Fran serves me a glass of fino wine, cold, golden, and offers it to me.

“Let’s toast,” he says. “To your return. To us.”

I take a sip. The wine is dry, floral, with a hint of bitter almond. He looks at me with that intensity of his, his hand on my waist, fingers brushing the bare skin of my back.

“You look beautiful,” he whispers. “As always.”

He kisses my neck, softly, and I feel my body responding, even as my mind hesitates. Because he’s still Fran: the one who lifts you up only to let you fall, the one who promises you everything only to leave you hanging.

And I... I’m still recovering my memory...

Fran gives me another glass of fino, we’re having fun. Fran is in his element and every so often slides his hand around my waist and if he sees that no one notices, he moves it a little lower. When he does that, I don’t know why, but I get a little nervous and glance around hoping his mother doesn’t see us, though she barely looks our way, busy as she is in full promotion mode for the agency. She moves from one place to another with people who congratulate her, pat her on the back, shake hands with high-ranking politicians and “beautiful people” from Andalusian high society. The atmosphere is sophisticated, wrapped in that thin cellophane of fakeness that usually surrounds all events of this kind.

Carlota appears as if she had been waiting for the exact moment to enter the scene, emerging from the main arch of the central courtyard of the winery with that confidence that only comes from knowing the world revolves around her. The dress she wears is a haute couture design. A spectacle of elegance in raw ivory silk. The dress has a mermaid cut that clings to her hips. The neckline is deep but elegant, a halter that leaves her shoulders bare and highlights her perfect collarbone and the beginning of her small but firm breasts. Her blonde hair is gathered in a loose Italian bun, with loose strands. Impeccable makeup: smoky eyes in earth tones, long eyelashes, lips in a dark red. The shoes are Louboutin, classic, with red soles that flash when she walks. The perfection is completed with a pearl necklace, and on her left wrist shines a gold bracelet with tiny diamonds that catch the candlelight. She is beautiful, elegant and sexy in a cold, calculated way, like a marble sculpture that breathes, but doesn’t feel. Her beauty commands respect.

Immediately, Fran separates from me. He does it with an almost instinctive movement: his hand leaves my waist as if it were burning, his body straightens, his smile recomposes into a perfect mask of courtesy. I perceive his tension instantly, how his shoulders become rigid, his jaw tightens, the way he avoids looking at me. Carlota evaluates everything. Her cold blue eyes scan me from head to toe in less than a second. She seems to focus especially on the black spaghetti strap dress I’m wearing. She recognizes me instantly. I see it in how her smile hardens, in how her pupils contract a millimeter, in how her hand closes a little more on the handbag hanging from her forearm.

She looks at Fran. Her eyes search for the slightest sign of complicity between us, a sustained look, a gesture that betrays something. She doesn’t find it. Fran is already by her side, his hand on her lower back, the posture of the perfect husband. Carlota smiles then, that smile that shows teeth but doesn’t reach her eyes, and rests her head on his shoulder. Each of her gestures is elegant, as if the entire courtyard were her personal runway.

“Fran, darling,” she says, and her voice is soft, modulated, with that refined Sevillian accent that sounds like private schools and summers in Sotogrande, “I was looking for you.”

She takes possession of him naturally: a quick kiss on the cheek, her hand on his arm, her body turned toward him to make it clear that he is her husband. Suddenly, she is the center of attention. The winery executives who were talking to me turn toward her, smiles widen, conversations change course. Someone offers her a glass of wine. It’s evident that everyone knows her. She is somebody in this world.

Carlota responds with that cold grace she has: measured laughs, intelligent comments, touches on the arm that seem casual but are calculated. Fran follows her without removing his hand from her waist. I’m left alone in a second, as if I had been erased from the scene.

I approach a group of winery executives who were praising my work during the recording. They are three men in their fifties, in suits.

“Nerea, you were spectacular,” says the tallest one, the commercial director. “That shot on horseback... it looked like cinema. You have a presence that shows on screen. We’re going to work with you again for the Christmas campaign.”

Another nods, enthusiastic.

“The white dress was a great choice. The mare and you were almost impossible to tell apart. And that look toward the horizon... it’s exactly what we were looking for.”

I smile gratefully, but my mind is elsewhere. For a second I think of Mateo. I think about how he looked at me that afternoon on the beach, how he kissed me as if he had been waiting for that moment for years. But I also remember his disappointment when I told him I would leave with Fran the day he discharged me from the rehabilitation center. I haven’t seen him since then. I know it hurt him to see me with Fran. I know it hurt him that I chose the train that passes only once. And it hurts more because I also know he feels he has lost again.

Carlota and Fran are surrounded by celebrities: she laughing with a famous bullfighter who has come to the event, he nodding and laughing at every comment, with his hand on her back, the posture of the perfect husband.

Verónica suddenly appears from the main arch, with her fitted black suit and that expression of absolute control. She looks at Carlota with approval, at Fran with pride, and then at me. Just for a second. But her look is a knife. The same disdain she showed ten years ago. As if I were still the girl everyone could see naked and who doesn’t fit into her perfect world.

I stay with the executives, nodding at their comments, smiling when appropriate, but inside I feel small. The photos from the advertisement will appear on billboards, on regional television, on social media. My face will be seen again. But I feel I’ve made the wrong choice again.

I haven’t kept my promise to Javi either. The promise I made to him stabs me in the chest: “I’ll always be your friend. I promise.” And yet, weeks have passed since I left there. Weeks of tests, photos, meetings, calls to adjust shooting schedules. Weeks in which my calendar has filled with supposedly important names, studio addresses. Weeks in which my phone has vibrated with congratulatory messages, offers, collaboration proposals... and in which I haven’t dialed the center’s number even once.

I think about his painful walk, how he drags his right foot with that irregular swing he tried so hard to hide, how he leaned his weight on the cane when the path became uneven and still kept smiling. I think about his small room at the center: the articulated bed, the electric wheelchair charging in the corner, the Kindle full of books I lent him, the window overlooking the garden where we would sit and talk about everything and nothing. I think about the smell of disinfectant mixed with the massage gel that Patricia used, the alcohol that permeated the hallways, the echo of the PA system that always interrupted us at the worst moment.

I’m surrounded by success, by luxury, and I’ve forgotten that smell. Or rather, I’ve pushed it aside. I look at the starry sky. I think of Javi again. Of his crooked smile, of how he asked me not to forget him, and I have. Or at least, I’ve pushed him to the background.

Verónica approaches me. She looks the same as she did ten years ago. Elegant, cold, untouchable. She wears a black tailored suit with impeccable cut, a fitted jacket that accentuates a waist that hasn’t changed in a decade, a straight skirt, half a centimeter higher than recommended for a woman her age, but I’m sure she had it cut that way deliberately to show off her toned legs. The high heels do the rest. Her hair without a visible gray strand, expert makeup. She walks as if the room were hers, and in a way it is: she greets the winery executives, the invited designers, the agency representatives. Everyone looks at her with respect, with that mixture of admiration and fear she has always inspired.

She sees me from across the room. Our eyes meet. There’s no surprise on her face, just that same calculated coldness as always. She walks toward me with measured steps, wine glass in her right hand, black clutch in her left. She stops in front of me. She doesn’t hug me. She doesn’t give me two kisses. She just tilts her head slightly.

“Congratulations, Nerea,” she says, and her voice is flat, without warmth. “You were magnificent. The commercial will turn out well. This could relaunch your career.”

There’s no sincerity in her words and even less in her eyes. Those icy eyes that looked at me with disdain ten years ago now look at me with the same distance.

“Thank you, Verónica,” I respond, but my voice comes out drier than I intended.

She takes a sip from her glass, observes me for a second longer.

“Fran told me you’re recovering well. I’m glad. The body is the main tool in this business. Take care of it.”

She doesn’t ask how I am. She doesn’t mention the accident, or the rehabilitation, or the months I spent at the center. Just the body. The tool.

I nod, not knowing what to say. She’s already turning to greet someone more important when Fran appears at her side, with a smile that seems rehearsed.

“Mom, I told you. Believing in Nerea was the right choice,” he says. “Everyone has been delighted with her.”

Verónica looks at him with an arched eyebrow.

“I hope so. For everyone’s sake.”

She walks away, her heels clicking on the marble floor. Fran squeezes my waist a little more.

“Don’t mind her,” he murmurs. “She’s happy. In her own way.”

But I know that’s not true, and I don’t believe him. I know that for her I’m still the same threat I was ten years ago: the girl who could ruin her son’s perfect image.

I gently pull away from Fran, excuse myself blaming the pain in my hip, and go out to the inner courtyard of the winery. The warm air hits my face. I sit on a stone bench under an arch covered with bougainvillea. I look at the starry sky, in perfect harmony with the candlelight flickering on distant tables.

Success surrounds me: the commercial, the applause, the congratulations. But inside me there’s an emptiness that isn’t filled with glasses of wine or camera flashes.

The courtyard lights dim, music plays through the speakers. The guests disperse into small groups, I suppose by affinities or interests. I stay a bit behind, watching the scene as if it were a movie in which I no longer have the leading role.

Verónica returns with two glasses of fine wine in her hands. She walks with that elegance of hers that never seems forced. She sits beside me on the stone bench, hands me a glass without asking if I want one, and crosses her legs. The perfume she wears triggers memories in me that I thought I had forgotten.

“Here,” she says, and her voice is low, almost intimate, though there’s no warmth in it. “A dry Amontillado. The best this winery has. To your health... and to mine.”

She clinks her glass against mine with a delicate tinkle and takes a small sip, without taking her eyes off me. I hold the glass, bring it to my lips, but don’t drink. The wine shimmers between my fingers.

“I know how hard the beginnings are for a model,” she finally says, looking toward the vineyards that disappear into the darkness. “The sacrifices. The sleepless nights, the rejections, the days when you eat an apple and nothing else because the scale doesn’t lie. The photos that make you feel you’re not enough. The ones that make you feel you’re too much.”

She pauses, turns the glass between her fingers.

“I’ve seen many girls like you come and go. Beautiful, ambitious, hungry. Most of them break at the first hurdle. Or they sell themselves for less than they’re worth. Or they get lost in parties and empty promises. You... you’ve survived something worse. And you’ve come back. That intrigues me.”

I don’t know if it’s a compliment or a trap. I look at her. Her dark eyes are impenetrable, but there’s a calculating gleam that I know well.

“When you left Málaga, you were underage, weren’t you? Where did you go?”

“No. I had just turned eighteen, with lots of dreams and also a lot of fear. But I approached it as a challenge. At first, I went to live with my cousin and bounced around trying to find work. The jobs I found weren’t exactly glamorous. Almost everything was catalogs for swimsuits, lingerie, or promotions for second-rate shopping malls. Barely enough to share the rent expenses at Laura’s place. And I’ve worked almost everything. I’ve been a waitress, conducted street surveys, and sold books door-to-door. During that time, I suffered and cried a lot, and got depressed many times. Now I don’t really care what others think about me. I’ve also been lucky to meet people who helped me, people who saw me differently because their perspective was different.”

Verónica nods slowly, as if evaluating every word. She takes another sip. I feel uncomfortable, especially when I remember that she was the one who spread my photos. I feel like she’s looking for something more, that the waitress anecdote isn’t enough for her. She wants to know.

“And after that?” she asks, her voice soft but insistent. “What came after serving beers and modeling lingerie?”

I look at her. Her eyes don’t blink. There’s something in them that reminds me why she never wanted me for her son: I’m not good enough. I never was. But now, after everything, I’m still here. And she knows it and I know it pisses her off.

“After that came the first real offers, and some higher-level events. Things improved. During that stage, in castings for jobs in Intimissimi or La Perla catalogs, you become visible. From there, the phone started ringing.”

Verónica’s expression doesn’t change, but I see her lips tighten a millimeter.

“About the photos, it shouldn’t have happened. It was an unforgivable mistake,” she says, and I don’t know if she’s referring to the photos or to their leak.

I don’t respond. I could tell her I know it was her, but I prefer not to go to war with her. I would always lose.

She leans a little toward me and lowers her voice.

“I want you to know something, Nerea. Fran is still my son. And I am still his mother. But now… now you’re an asset. A valuable asset. And valuable assets are taken care of. So if you know your place in the agency, you’ll do well. But that’s the key, dear. That you know your place. Fran is off-limits to you. Do you understand?”

She stares at me, waiting for me to say something. I just nod slowly.

“Perfectly,” I say, and the word tastes like bile.

She insists, her voice low but sharp as the edge of a knife you don’t see coming.

“A pretty girl like you, in Madrid, with no money…” she repeats, and her tone accentuates that phrase, as if she were savoring it before spitting it out. “There are so many temptations... Jobs” –and here the word twists, becomes something viscous, loaded– “very attractive ones. That offer a lot of money for little effort. You just have to relax a bit and let things take their course... Right?”

I remain silent. The courtyard of the winery is still alive around us –distant laughter, the clinking of glasses, the murmur of conversations that don’t include us– but here, between us, the air has become unbreathable. I feel my pulse in my temples.

Verónica doesn’t look away. Her eyes drill into me with that coldness she has never lost: there’s no anger. Just certainty and her permanent contempt. As if she had seen this script a thousand times and knew how it ends.

“The problem,” she continues, and now her voice drops even lower, almost a conspiratorial whisper, “is that those types of jobs, Nerea, tend to leave traces. Especially if the one looking is a bloodhound with trained instincts. A good private investigator, a few searches in databases, a couple of contacts in the right places… and everything would come to light. There’s nothing that can’t be found if you know where to look and have a little patience.”

My heart skips a beat. I literally feel how it jumps a beat and then pounds hard against my chest. The glass trembles in my hand; I have to set it down on the table to avoid spilling it. I remember flashes I thought were buried, the cash they handed me in a brown envelope. I remember telling myself it was just once, that nobody would know, that it was temporary. I remember looking at myself in the mirror afterward and not recognizing myself.

“I have nothing to regret,” I say, and my voice comes out firmer than I expected. But it trembles at the end.

Verónica doesn’t smile. There’s no triumph on her face. Just that glacial calm she’s always had.

She rises slowly, smooths her black pencil skirt with a precise gesture, as if brushing off an invisible speck of dust. She takes a step back, but before turning completely, she stops. She looks at me one last time, eyes narrowed, the candlelight reflecting in her pupils like blades.

“In that case,” she says, each word falling with surgical precision, “you have nothing to worry about, do you?”

It’s not a question. It’s a threat.

She turns around. The clicking of her Louboutins echoes on the cobblestones as she walks away toward the group of executives waiting for her under the main arch. Her straight back, her perfect bun, her expensive perfume lingering in the air. I watch her blend in with the rest of the guests, that polite smile on her face and hands extended to offer a calculated embrace to anyone she deems worthy.

I remain seated on the stone bench. The wine glass sits untouched beside me. I feel a drop of cold sweat running down my back. The courtyard continues as before: laughter, soft background music, the clinking of glasses. But for me, everything has stopped.

Because I know what just happened. It was a threat. And I know that Verónica Valenzuela never threatens in vain.

My throat goes dry. I take a sip of wine. It’s dry, elegant, though I’ve never liked wine.
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I take a sip of wine. I don’t like it. I’ve never liked wine. I look around, still somewhat disoriented.

The party is at a mansion in La Moraleja, a luxury development where houses look like palaces and gardens have more square footage than many downtown apartments. It’s a pleasant night, the air still warm, but with a coolness that refreshes after the day’s heat. The mansion is the kind that appears in interior design magazines. White stone and glass facade, three floors with cantilevered balconies, a flat roof housing a private solarium, partially covered by taut canvas awnings, and a backyard that descends in gentle terraces to an illuminated pool.

The main terrace is enormous, paved with dark wood that gleams under the recessed lighting. There are low tables with thick candles inside glass jars, white modular U-shaped sofas surrounding a center table with bottles of Moët & Chandon and tall, half-empty glasses. Background music plays at just the right volume to allow conversation without shouting, but loud enough to make your body crave dancing. At the back, a neon-lit bar where a bartender in a black shirt and tie prepares enticing colored cocktails: gin and tonics with premium tonic, mojitos with fresh mint, Aperol spritz...

The pool is the centerpiece of it all. Rectangular, with an infinity edge on one side, its turquoise mosaic bottom reflects the underwater lights that change color: electric blue, violet, mint green. White loungers surround it, some occupied by girls in bikinis who smoke or chat with men in suits who have already removed their jackets. The water is still, except for the occasional model dipping her feet or cannonballing in to cool off. Steam rises from the heated pool in white wisps that mingle with the smoke from electronic cigarettes and joints being passed from hand to hand.

The interior of the mansion is visible through the wide-open sliding glass doors. An enormous living room with an L-shaped white leather sofa, a dark wood dining table that seats twenty, designer lamps... On the ground floor there’s an American-style bar with high stools, and a corner with a pool table where two guys play while some girls watch them indifferently from the sofas. Upstairs, beyond the glass staircase, you can glimpse bedrooms with half-open doors: a couple is already inside one, dim lights, muffled laughter.

There are about fifteen of us female guests. Some are girls like me: models hired to keep the party lively, to make the guests feel desired and comfortable. Others are models looking for contacts, influencers with thousands of followers who came for the visibility, and the occasional girlfriend or friend of a guest who doesn’t quite know what she’s gotten herself into. We’re all dressed to kill: I’m wearing a short black dress with thin straps, a deep neckline and open back, the skirt barely covering half my thigh. I’m wearing high-heeled sandals that Laura lent me for tonight. It’s a symphony of daring dresses that shimmer under the lights, transparent lace tops, leather shorts with thigh-high boots. There’s more skin than fabric. The makeup is intense: lips in every possible shade of red, smoky eyes, long false eyelashes. High heels, perfectly pedicured feet.

I know that beneath all this lies something dark and dangerous, but I’m still drawn to it. At eighteen, I feel like Sabrina looking through her window, though I quickly realize it’s just a facade.

The guests are men between thirty and fifty. I’ve been introduced to nightlife entrepreneurs, lawyers from big firms, a couple of former soccer players still living off their earnings, a music producer, a regional politician who seems to want to keep a low profile and tries to hide among several girls. All wearing expensive clothes, watches that cost more than our rent. Waitresses walk around with glasses in hand. I notice disdainful glances from some of them, contrasting with the male gazes that scan our bodies as if appraising livestock.

In a corner of the terrace, Laura is with two guys. I recognize them: one is the music producer. A tacky middle-aged man trying to look fifteen years younger than he is. The other is an elegant guy in a gray suit without a tie. He has a slight belly beginning to show, but compensated for with a steel Rolex. They surround her, one on each side, like two soldiers posted at the entrance to a palace. Laura is wearing a short gold dress that rides up whenever she moves. The neckline is so deep it reveals the beginning of her breasts, which she flaunts rather than tries to hide. She’s wearing high heels that make her look taller and slimmer than she really is. She’s laughing. I know her, and I know that’s not her real laugh. It’s the laugh she has prepared for moments like this. Her head is thrown back, showing perfect white teeth. But I know it’s her professional laugh: the one that sounds genuine but doesn’t reach her eyes.

The producer puts his arm around her waist, his hand dangerously sliding down to the curve of her ass. He caresses it shamelessly. She doesn’t pull away; she just turns her body slightly so his hand rests more on her hip than her buttock, but he insists. His fingers grip the flesh through the fabric. The other man approaches from the other side, whispers something in her ear while handing her a drink. His free hand brushes the side of her breast. It’s not an accidental touch; his thumb grazes her nipple through the dress. Laura laughs again, throws her head back, lets her hair fall like a cascade. The two men look at each other over her head with a knowing smile, as if they’ve already agreed on something.

The temperature rises. Not just from the night’s heat. It’s the way they touch her: without permission, without pretense, as if her body were public property tonight. I know Laura is avoiding my gaze. I try to catch her eye, but there’s no way. The producer slides his hand up her bare back. His fingers touch the zipper of her dress, lowering it an inch. Laura doesn’t move, just takes a sip from her glass and says something that makes them roar with laughter. The businessman slips his hand into her neckline, caresses her breast directly, and she just tilts her head toward him, whispers something in his ear. The two men move closer, their bodies pressed against hers, hands moving up and down her sides, her hips, her thighs. It’s brazen, public, almost obscene. And nobody on the terrace seems surprised. It’s the game of the night. The price of luxury. What Laura is selling, in exchange for paying one more month’s rent, in exchange for being able to stay in Madrid a little longer to try to find the job of her dreams.

From my corner, I watch with an untouched drink in my hand. I feel a knot in my stomach: a mixture of secondhand embarrassment, anger, and a fear I don’t want to name. Because I know that could be me. That will be me very soon. That the line between being desired and being used is so thin it’s sometimes invisible.

Laura sees me from across the room. Finally, our eyes meet. She winks at me, with a smile that says everything’s fine, that this is just how the job works. But I know it’s not fine. That each touch is like a burn. That each laugh is an effort, especially the one she shows me.

And yet, she continues. Because she knows she can’t stop. In this world, stopping means losing.

I notice someone watching me intently, eyes that won’t leave me. It’s that feeling of being spied on. I turn my head to discover the voyeur. He’s a man around forty, wearing a light linen suit and a cream-colored shirt. He’s not particularly handsome, but there’s something interesting about him. When he sees me looking, he smiles. And he gets up to come over to me.

“Hello, beautiful. Can I get you a drink?” he says with questionable eloquence.

“I think drinks are free here,” I say ironically, and immediately realize how incredibly rude it sounded. “But I would appreciate if you brought me another one, yes. This one’s gotten watered down from the heat,” I correct myself with my best smile.

I don’t have time to say more. He goes into the living room and gestures for two drinks. He returns and hands me one.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. It’s my pleasure.”

“Are you enjoying the party?”

I shrug.

“Yes. Though I hardly know anyone.”

“Who do you know at the party?” he asks, with a deep voice, with that tone of confidence used by men who believe their money gives them the right to everything.

I nod toward the group where Laura is. She’s laughing with the two guys surrounding her. I immediately regret it. The scene has escalated, and the hands of both men are roaming over her body without the slightest modesty. Her golden dress rides up a little with each movement.

“Her,” I say curtly. “Laura.”

He follows my gaze, observes the scene for a second and lets out a short, nasal laugh.

“Ah… I see…”

The way he says it, with that loaded pause and that little smile of complicity, sets my nerves on edge. I turn my head toward him.

“What exactly do you see?”

He shrugs, feigning innocence, but the smile doesn’t leave his face.

“Nothing, nothing.”

“You said it for a reason?” I insist.

“It’s just that… at these kinds of parties there are invited girls and also… there are… prop girls. You know, to liven things up…”

The word pisses me off. He says it naturally, as if he were commenting on the weather, but the tone is dismissive, condescending. I feel heat rising from my neck to my ears, not from embarrassment, but from anger.

I turn to leave. I’m not going to give him the satisfaction of a response. I take a step, still holding the drink he just brought me, but he grabs my arm gently, without force, but enough to stop me.

“Hey, hey, wait,” he says, and now his voice drops a tone, almost regretful. “I’m sorry. I was being an idiot. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

I pull away from his hand with a sharp movement, but I don’t walk away. I stare at him. He raises his hands in a gesture of surrender.

“Come on, let’s start over,” he says, and extends his right hand. “My name is Rubén.”

I don’t take it. I stand still with the glass trembling slightly in my other hand.

“Rubén,” I repeat, and the word tastes bitter. “And what is Rubén doing at a party like this?”

His gaze travels down my body again, brazen yet subtle, as if he were appraising me. I press my lips together.

“I’m not a prop,” I say, my voice cold. “I’m a model. And I’m not here for what you think.”

He nods, but the smile doesn’t completely disappear.

“Understood. Model. Perfect.”

I stare at him for a second longer. I feel my pulse in my temples, anger mixed with something I don’t want to name: resignation, perhaps. Because I know that in this world, girls like me will always be under suspicion. There’s always someone who assumes that if we’re pretty and at a party like this, it’s because we’re being paid for something more than smiling. What pisses me off the most is that it’s the fucking reality.

“I’m sorry if I offended you. I didn’t mean to.”

“Of course you meant to. Because you think I’m just anybody.”

I turn around again.

“No. I wasn’t thinking that. I’m not like that. I swear.”

“You’re not like that? Are you going to try to convince me you’re Prince Charming from the fairy tale?”

“Not at all. I have no interest in pretending I’m better than anyone else,” he says, drinking slowly with his eyes hopelessly locked on mine.

Behind me, I hear Laura’s hysterical laughter. I prefer not to turn around, though I can see in Rubén’s eyes that the spectacle must be getting interesting.

“Where are you from...?”

“I’m from Málaga.”

“I’m from here. And yes... I love Málaga. That’s not just a line to flatter you,” he says with a more genuine half-smile than before. “You know? When I saw you earlier, it seemed like you were looking around for someone.”

“Maybe I was. But not anyone in particular.”

“Did you find them?”

“Could be...”

“You’re not very talkative.”

“Not today.”

“And what’s special about today?”

“That I’m somewhat uncomfortable and don’t want to talk too much. I hate empty chatter.”

“Aren’t you interested?”

“What do you think? I was trying to avoid having someone unpleasant approach me that I’d have to entertain.”

“But you accepted my drink.”

“Yes. I was hoping you’d approach me.”

“May I ask why?”

“Because you haven’t stopped looking at me since you came in. You guys are so obvious.”

“What did you want? Another drink?”

“I already told you drinks are free here. I simply wanted you to come over.”

“Don’t you consider me someone unpleasant you have to entertain?”

“Seeing what’s at this party... You’re the least bad option that could have approached me.”

“Are you an expert in male profiles? You seem too young for that. Besides, nothing guaranteed I wouldn’t be a creep looking for sex.”

“Are you looking for it?”

“No... Well, yes and no. For your information, I’m not an expert at picking up women at parties.”

—      So what exactly are we doing, then?

—      I don’t know; you tell me.

—      I’m just having a drink. The perfect prop. Right?

—      What’s your name?

—      Nerea.

—      Very pretty. But that’s not your real name.

—      Yes it is.

I notice he’s slim with well-cut dark hair and penetrating dark eyes that had scanned me up and down without any attempt to hide it.

—      Would you like to sit at a table? We’ll be more comfortable. Or are you in a hurry?

—      No hurry at all. – I say, glancing at my watch, since we have to stay here until at least three in the morning.

We head toward a swing seat somewhat removed from the pool. Laura and her two companions have disappeared. I prefer not to think about what they’re doing, because I already know. The atmosphere at the party feels artificial. I witness too many forced laughs and obligatory conversations. I notice Rubén’s suit. It’s pure linen, with a perfect cut. I see in his face the expression of someone pretending not to be bored.

—      Is this your first time at a party like this? —he asks without looking directly at me.

—      Yes.

—      It shows.

—      And you?

Rubén lets out a short laugh.

—      I’m the one who organized all this… - he says, gesturing with an open hand like a bullfighter dedicating a bull.

—      This is your house? – I ask, amazed.

—      Yes. Do you like it?

—      What’s not to like! It’s impressive.

He looks at me more attentively. That intense gaze makes me nervous and I start playing with the lemon slice in my drink, trying to appear calmer than I feel. The ice clinks. Laura’s advice comes to mind, and I decide to play a little. I dip a finger into the liquid and then bring it to my mouth, sucking it while maintaining eye contact with him.

Damn, it works! He keeps his composure like a champion, but it’s obvious he’s turned on by the gesture. God… men are so incredibly basic.

He falls silent, and I don’t really know what to say either. He looks me up and down again. I feel evaluated and I don’t like it.

The noise of the party fades around us. The music plays softly, the muffled murmur of conversations seems to recede, and I stop hearing the laughs and guffaws. Rubén moves slightly closer to me.

—      I have a room upstairs. The best in the house, logically. With views of the skyline of Madrid. Would you like to go up?

I shake my head.

—No? —he repeats, and his smile freezes for a second—. I don’t think you’ve understood very well why you’re here. It’s what I’ve paid you for.

His words hit me like a bucket of ice water. It’s not that I didn’t know. I knew there was a price for this party. But hearing it like that, so direct, so brazen, turns my stomach.

I look into his eyes. They’re brown, but cold. I don’t see desire in them, only possession.

—I’m very sorry —I say, and my voice comes out firmer than I expected—. But I can’t. I’ll return the money. All of it.

The silence that follows is suffocating. The music continues playing in the distance, the laughter from the pool reaches us like distant echoes, but here, between us, nothing can be heard. Not the wind. Not my breathing. Just the accelerated beating in my ears.

He looks at me for another second, his jaw clenched. Then he lets out a short laugh, without humor.

“Relax,” he says, raising his hands in a false gesture of surrender. “It’s fine. I’m not the type who forces anyone.”

But his eyes tell a different story. They say he’s not used to being told no.

He recovers quickly, the smile returning to his lips. Looking at him properly, he is handsome and he knows it.

“I’m a talent agent for artists, actors, singers...” he says, changing the subject as if nothing had happened. “I have contacts everywhere. Agencies, production companies, brands. If you want, I can help you. A decent contract, advertising campaigns... without having to come to parties like this.”

I look at him. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.

“Are you kidding me?” I ask, my voice trembling with anger. “You think I’m going to fall for that? That because you invited me to your house and paid for me, now you’re my savior? That I’m going to fall into your bed because I think you might give me an opportunity?”

“      No. You don’t seem like someone who falls for that story,” he says very seriously. “And I assure you it’s not one.”

“      Well, it sounds like one.”

“      I don’t need to tell stories to a girl to get her upstairs. Your friend, for instance. Laura, right? Do you think I’d need to tell her this story to get her to come upstairs with me?”

I don’t know what to say. Laura has shown she knows exactly what was expected of her at the party, and she’s fulfilling point by point what she had agreed to.

I felt the ground opening beneath my feet. Rubén leaned forward, with a kinder tone.

“      Try again. I don’t know if you have talent for runway modeling. Maybe that’s not what you’re hoping for, but there are other paths. And you should definitely stay away from people like Laura. She’s what brought you here...”

“      What about Laura? What do you mean? She’s helping me tremendously with her contacts in the fashion world.”

“      Nerea, please! Laura has no future as a model. She’s not elegant enough, not tall enough, not slim enough. I’m not an expert in modeling, but she wouldn’t get beyond erotic modeling. In this industry, being pretty isn’t enough. You need class, charisma, an impeccable image. And she... well, Laura is completely vulgar, in her walk, in her way of speaking... I’m sorry, but she’s destined to be a whore.”

I start seeing flashes of Laura’s behavior coming to my mind.

“      Vulgar?” I repeat in disbelief. “Is that what you think of her?”

“      Of course, Nerea.—. And I’ll be clear with you. If you continue by her side, you’ll sink your career before it even begins.”

I feel a chill.

“      Why are you telling me this?” I say again in disbelief. “I don’t understand anything.”

“      I’ll say it again. She’s not the best company for someone like you. Look where you ended up tonight. This party is proof of that.”

“      Where is Laura now?” I ask with a tense voice.

Rubén shrugs.

“      In some bedroom... with those two guests. Look, Nerea. You can believe whatever you want. It’s not like I care that much. Here and now, you have two options. Come upstairs with me to my room and fulfill what you came here to do, or... take this card...” he says, pulling out a business card from the wallet he carried in his jacket pocket. “And find out if what I’ve told you is just a story to get you into bed.”
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The parking lot is half empty, today the sun isn’t burning as much, and the air is strangely heavy. I park my car, my white Audi A3, a reminder of a better life. I get out and walk toward the main entrance. I’m wearing a light cotton dress in light blue, flat sandals, and my hair loose. I’ve come to fulfill a promise I broke.

The receptionist recognizes me instantly. She smiles with that mixture of professionalism and curiosity that all the women who work here have.

“Nerea, how wonderful to see you! What brings you here?”

“I came to see you all. I can’t say I missed you, but I felt like it,” I joke.

“Javi is in the garden. He spends a lot of time there lately when the weather is nice.”

I walk down the hallway that I know by heart. The smells bring back difficult memories: the scent of massage gel, disinfectant. I hear the distant beeping of monitors, the open doors of rooms where the soft voices of therapists and patients can be heard. I step out into the back garden and see him right away. He’s sitting on our bench under the tree, with his cane resting on his thigh. Next to him, a book, as always. His head is tilted as he gazes at the small artificial lake where the koi swim and the sky is reflected. When he sees me, his face lights up as if someone had turned on a light bulb inside him.

“Nerea!” he shouts, and his high-pitched voice breaks a little with emotion. “You came!”

I quickly approach, sit beside him and hug him tightly. His body trembles slightly as he hugs me back—I know he struggles to coordinate his movements—but he returns the embrace with all the strength he has.

“I’ve missed you,” he says against my shoulder.

“And I’ve missed you,” I respond, and it’s true. More than I expected.

We pull apart slightly. He looks me up and down with shining eyes.

“You look... gorgeous. And you’re walking without a limp. You look incredible!”

I smile, though my heart aches a little.

“I’m better. Much better.”

Like every morning, for so many months, we walk together through the center’s gardens.

We get coffee from the vending machine next to the TV lounge, and he tells me about his latest ailments and the most interesting gossip since my departure. I keep looking at the sky. It’s one of those days in Málaga that arrive without warning, in the middle of a suffocating summer; The threat of a storm is evident, and the color of the clouds announces abundant electrical activity. We’re in the middle of August, but today the sky has turned a dark gray that instills fear and, although it’s not cold, not by any means, I feel the air heavy, as if it were stale, and it’s a rebellious air that invites you to go inside. I know Javi likes being outdoors, but I try not to stray too far from the safety of the building. It will rain today. And heavily. During our walk through the gardens, there’s an unusual calm. It seems as if all the patients know that it’s about to pour, because the gravel paths show a solitude that is almost suspicious. A gust of wind makes the leaves on the trees sway, and I put my arm around his shoulders to protect him from the air.

I realize that this gesture of embracing him wasn’t because it was cold, it was a reflex. A protective instinct.

His steps are unsteady, as always. I think that if it starts to rain, we’ll get soaked, since he can’t walk quickly, but even so, I notice he doesn’t want to enter the building. I know the center suffocates him. It was the same for me. He needs air, so I suggest taking him for a drive in my car.

His eyes light up for a second, but then dim.

“I’d love to,” he says, his voice coming out lower. “But... I have to ask Mateo for permission. I can’t just leave like that.”

I nod. It’s logical. The center has its rules, its protocols. But it hurts to see him so limited, so dependent on permissions for something as basic as taking a simple walk.

“Let’s go see him,” I say, standing up. “Let’s go to his office right now.”

Javi nods, gets up with effort, and we head toward the main building. We walk in silence down the hallway, barely hearing the sound of his cane on the linoleum mixing with my footsteps. I knock on Mateo’s office door. A deep voice responds from inside:

“Come in.”

I enter. Mateo is behind his desk, wearing a lab coat over a white shirt and a plain blue tie. He looks up and when he sees me, something changes in his expression: surprise, fleeting warmth, which then turns into a professional mask that he puts on like a shield. He stands up, comes around the desk and gives me two kisses on the cheeks, but they are formal, distant kisses, without warmth.

“Nerea,” he says, his voice neutral. “What a surprise to see you here. You look wonderful.”

“Hello, Mateo,” I respond, trying to sound casual. “I came to visit Javi... and I’d like to take him out for a drive. May we? I’ll bring him back by dinner time.”

He looks at Javi, who is waiting at the door for the verdict. Then he looks at me. There’s a tension in his jaw that I’d never seen before.

“Of course,” he finally says. “If Javi wants to, there’s no problem. I just need you to sign the temporary leave authorization and let me know when you return. And don’t do anything crazy.”

Javi nods quickly.

“Thank you, doctor.”

Mateo signs the paper he pulls from a drawer and passes it to me. Our fingers brush for a second. He withdraws his hand as if burned. He doesn’t look at me.

“Take care of him,” he says.

I nod. We leave. Javi walks beside me. We don’t talk until we reach the car. I help him sit down. It’s difficult for him, his movements are clumsy but determined. I place the cane next to him and start the engine. The air conditioning blows in our faces and I let him choose the radio station.

“Thank you,” Javi says quietly. “Really.”

“Would you like to go to the beach? We could get ice cream.”

“Sure. That would be great. I love the sea.”

I drive slowly toward the beach. The silence inside the car is heavy, but not uncomfortable. Javi looks at everything through the window with curious eyes. I watch the road and think about Mateo: his professional coldness, the kiss on the cheek, how he’s distanced himself since I started seeing Fran again.

“Mateo seemed strange to me. Very professional, very distant. As if he’d put up a wall.”

Javi slowly turns his head. His brown eyes look at me with that clarity of his that never lies.

“He’s had a hard time, Nerea,” he says, looking at me very seriously. “It was obvious he liked you. From the first day you arrived. He didn’t say it, didn’t show it like the others, but you could tell in everything: in how he looked at you when you thought he wasn’t watching, in how he stayed longer in your room even when he didn’t need to be there. He tried not to show it, but it was obvious. To everyone.”

I stay quiet. The landscape passes quickly outside the window: housing developments, beach bar signs, and the blue sea appearing and disappearing between buildings. I feel a knot in my stomach that I don’t know if it’s guilt or nostalgia.

“When you left with Fran...” Javi continues, “his world fell apart. He didn’t say it, of course. He’s not one to complain. But it was obvious. He talked less and looked sad... he shut himself away.”

I park at Misericordia Beach, in a quiet area near the promenade. The day has improved: the sky is clear, the sun shines without burning, but there are hardly any people. Some couples walk along the shore. The sea is calm, with small waves breaking on the sand.

I help him get out of the car. He puts his weight on the cane with his left hand, his right hand holds onto my arm. We walk along the promenade, the floor of red and white tiles beginning to warm from the sun that’s slowly emerging. Each step is an effort for him, his right foot drags a little, his knee bends awkwardly, but he doesn’t complain. He just breathes deeply, smiles when the salty air hits his face.

We sit at a small terrace, the typical kind with white plastic tables and faded umbrellas. We order two lemon slushies. The waiter brings them in tall clear plastic glasses. The crushed ice crunches when I bite it, the sour lemon awakens my mouth.

Javi takes a long sip, sighs.

“Patricia is on leave,” he says suddenly. “The boy is worse.”

I freeze, the straw halfway to my lips.

“Adrián?”

He nods.

“He had another severe crisis last week, with seizures. They took him to the hospital, stabilized him, but... he’s getting worse. Patricia says she can’t take it anymore. That her mother can’t take it anymore. They’re looking for a facility. A specialized one, with twenty-four-hour care. She says it’s for the best, that they can’t go on like this. But you can see in her face that she’s dying inside.”

I lower my gaze to the glass. The ice melts slowly.

“Damn...” I murmur. “I’m sorry.”

Javi shrugs, but the gesture comes out crooked.

“It is what it is. There are no miracles. Just tough decisions.”

I take another sip. The silence stretches. The sea continues breaking gently in the distance.

“And you...” he finally says, looking at me. “How are you with all this? With Fran, with the agency, with... everything.”

I don’t answer right away. I look at the horizon, where the sea and sky merge into a blurry line.

“I don’t know,” I admit. “Sometimes I feel like I’m becoming who I used to be. And other times... I feel like I’m betraying who I want to be.”

Javi nods slowly.

“You’re both. And neither takes away from who you are now.”

We fall silent. The slushies melt in our cups.

“And how are you doing?”

“I couldn’t go home this month. My father had angina. Nothing serious, but my mother couldn’t come pick me up. And being there all day... it’s suffocating me. It’s like the center is falling on top of me. The same hallways, the same smell of disinfectant, the same faces, the same dramas. You know how depressing it can get.”

I feel a lump in my throat, because I know that being surrounded by so much sadness is contagious.

“I’m sorry,” I murmur. “I didn’t know about your father.”

He shrugs.

“Thank God it was just a scare. He’s better now. But... damn, you really notice when you don’t get out. I spend nights staring at the ceiling, turning things over in my mind, thinking about everything I can’t do.”

I look at him with pity, I can’t help it, and he notices immediately. I know I’m fortunate.

“I know what you’re thinking. But things aren’t going as well for me as you think. I’m thirty-one and my life has turned into garbage. I have no savings, I’m living with my parents... and I just got a job that might not have any continuity. It’s not what I had planned for this stage of my life. I imagined having financial and emotional stability, which I’m light years away from achieving. Though of course, you probably think I’m complaining about nothing, and that I’m very fortunate. But unfortunately, Javi, it’s all a matter of perspective.”

“You are, Nerea. Never forget that.”

I shake my head.

“Even though I have no idea what’s going through your head, you’re only thirty-one and have your whole life ahead of you. Don’t torture yourself because things haven’t been going your way lately. I have a doctorate in frustration, and yours is temporary.”

He speaks with a maturity that surprises me. Javi has always had a certain ironic tone of resignation.

“I’m doing it, Javi. After a long time, I’m not afraid to make my own decisions, whatever the consequences.”

“Are you going to leave Fran?”

“There’s nothing to leave. We’re not together.”

“I thought that...” he seems genuinely surprised. “I don’t know, the other day he seemed very confident with you. Mateo had the same impression.”

“There’s nothing between us. There was, but all that is in the past.”

“Then you should tell Mateo. He loves you. I know he’s in love with you.”

I remain silent, my gaze lost on the horizon. I want to say something, but the words won’t come.

“Nerea, you seem clueless. Mateo thought he had finally achieved what he’d been chasing for so long, and just when he thought he could enjoy the candy, someone clever came along and took it right from under his nose. That woman who had been his youthful love, whom he rebuilt from the pieces others had left of her, slipped through his fingers just when he thought she was finally his.”

I think about that day at the beach, when he kissed me and told me he had wanted to do it forever, when he suggested going to his place and I made excuses about not feeling ready. And his understanding to extend the wait.
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He insists until I have no choice but to accept the dinner invitation. I get ready in front of the mirror while searching for the courage to tell him what I truly feel and want. I’m lost. Completely lost. I don’t know what to do, I don’t want to hurt him. I know he’s done the impossible to boost my career. He probably had to confront his bitch of a mother, which is difficult for him.

I’m aware that I don’t know if I can do it. I just can’t, I’m not capable. This situation is too much for me. Six months ago my life fell apart, and he’s helped me rebuild the professional side. He wants to talk and I know what he’s going to propose. I don’t know how I’m going to do it. Besides, he hasn’t done anything to me, it was his mother... and perhaps his passivity or lack of courage.

The only reason would be that I don’t feel for him what one should feel for someone they want to share everything with. Does he really want to be with me? Can he really come back and propose that we be together despite all the obstacles? It seems too simple to me. Just like that, we can be happy? Something tells me no.

Fran has reserved a table at a restaurant in Benalmádena, a town near Málaga, but with less chance of being recognized than in our city. Carlota’s presence is too heavy, and I feel that this is not what I want in my life.

When Fran picks me up, he knows something is wrong with me. He drives in silence. He leans in to kiss me, but I simply offer my cheek. I can’t reciprocate, I don’t have anything clear in my head, but I don’t feel butterflies in my stomach, and butterflies are essential. I’m absolutely certain about that.

I can’t help feeling guilty seeing him so confident. I wish I could fall in love with him, but I know I won’t. After parking, as we walk toward the restaurant, he takes my hand while looking at me adoringly.

We sit on the restaurant terrace, which is hardly a private place. Hordes of tourists stroll along the promenade at this hour. The night breeze carries the salty aroma of the sea and the gentle murmur of waves breaking against the sand. Fran absently twirls his glass between his hands and looks at me with tenderness.

“Can I tell you something? You look gorgeous, really. I love that dress.”

He has that half-smile and that look that had always captivated me.

“Thank you.”

“      Nerea, it’s hard for me to start this conversation. In our lives, there are too many loose ends. Too many gaps to fill. What we had barely started when it came to an abrupt end. I don’t know. It’s been ten years of emptiness, of guilt. Through my work, I’ve seen many girls like you,” he says, with a more serious tone than usual.

Here we go..., I think.

“      Girls like me?”

He looks at me with that reflective expression he sometimes has, as if measuring each word before saying it.

“      Young, beautiful, with opportunities. And with the temptation of success always lurking around them.”

I lower my eyes to the tablecloth, playing with the edge of my glass.

“      You sound like your mother, and I don’t like that. That woman can’t stand me. Besides, in my case, I’ve managed to handle temptation.”

“      You can’t stand her either, Nerea...”

“      As if I don’t have reasons... She leaked my photographs, damn it. She almost ruined my life, Fran. She’s never wanted me near you. She thinks I’m not good enough for you.”

“      In this case, I’m the one who chooses, Nerea. She has nothing to do with it. And I want what we have to become something serious.”

I shake my head. I’m increasingly aware that Verónica’s presence will always be a shadow in my life. I perceive her as a threat that will never disappear.

“      You know that’s not true, Fran. She’ll never accept me. She despises me. Besides, you’re married. And I’m not the type to get involved with a married man. I’m not that kind of person.”

“      Don’t say that. You know perfectly well that my marriage is a facade. There’s nothing real about it. It’s been broken for years. Carlota has several lovers. We don’t even sleep together! Ours is a marriage of convenience, to maintain our social status. There’s nothing real about it.”

I sigh, feeling a knot in my stomach. The conversation is unfolding exactly as I expected.

“      And what about me? What role do you have in mind for me? The mistress waiting for you in the little apartment you’ll set up for me? What do you expect me to do, wait for you to put the kids to bed before coming to see me? To take a step back every time your wife appears? No, Fran. That’s not what I want to do with my life.”

He observes me in silence for a moment before responding.

“      I want us to be together, Nerea. I feel like life owes us a chance.”

“      Life doesn’t owe us anything, Fran. It’s been you and your decisions that have brought us here. And the decisions continue to be the wrong ones.”

I feel everything inside me struggling to come out. A mixture of relief and vertigo. Because Javi is right. I deserve someone who loves me unconditionally and without limits, not a relationship with a man who doesn’t have enough courage to face his fears. I am strong, I’ve come out of many extreme situations. I rarely make a decision lightly. Perhaps the last one I’ve made is the riskiest in years, and I hope I won’t have to regret it.

Fran takes his glass and drinks a sip, as if carefully choosing his words. Then, he puts it back on the table and looks at me intently. He's still incredibly handsome, but beneath that beauty I find nothing.

“I don't want to keep talking about my mother or Carlota, Nerea. I'm talking about you and your life. About building a future together.”

I feel the air suddenly becoming heavier.

“About my life?” I ask, feeling a twinge of discomfort.

Fran nods.

“I know that what happened with the photographs marked your life. I'm talking about the leak. I know you had to leave Málaga and move to Madrid, and... I suppose things weren't easy for you there, especially at the beginning...”

I close my eyes, trying to understand the meaning behind his words. I can't believe the direction this conversation is taking. It seems incredible that he dares to insinuate what I suspect, though I already know who put these ideas in his head.

“There are things that are difficult for a man to accept...”

“Stop, stop!” I shout, standing up and attracting curious glances from other tables. “I have no fucking idea what you're trying to say, but I think you're so wrong that it almost scares me.”

I feel a shiver running down my spine.

“I'm just trying to say that I don't judge you, that I know you've been through a lot, and that maybe you've had to do things you're not proud of. But I want you to know that you're very important to me, and that I accept everything you might have done in the past. I've seen it before. It's complicated for a girl to make it in this world...”

“Look, Fran. I don't want to make a scene in front of all these people, but if you don't stop talking nonsense, I'm getting up right now and leaving. I'm not like those girls you claim to have seen. I have no fucking idea what you're suggesting, but I don't have to be ashamed of anything I've done in my life. What are you talking about?”

“I've heard rumors... I'm not saying you've done anything reprehensible, but what I am saying is that, if you had, I'm capable of accepting it.”

Anger overwhelms me, but I don't want to make a scene. I sit down and lower my voice, which comes out hoarse.

“I don't like what you're insinuating. Don't forget that you yourself admitted that the leak of those photographs was done by your mommy. And she did it so her pretty little boy wouldn't get involved with a model from a humble background instead of a Domecq. All I've ever received from your mother in my life has been hatred and contempt, so before telling me about rumors that she has obviously put in your head, you should have considered the consequences of your words.”

“But what I'm telling you is that I don't care about any of that...”

“What you don't understand is that there is no 'that.' There's nothing reproachable in my past. And I repeat that, if there had been, it would probably be a consequence of the shitty thing your bitch of a mother did to me. And not content with what she did to me, now she's telling you supposed rumors about my past” – I try not to raise my voice, but my words come out loaded with resentment.

“Damn it, Fran, you live completely under her whims, man. Grow up, dude. You're thirty-three years old, and every decision you have to make, you evaluate based on what she might think.”

Fran lowers his eyes.

“Damn, Nerea... I thought that with the opportunity I've given you to return to the modeling world, you would value my feelings for you differently. I love you. Don't you really feel anything for me?”

“Fran, I deeply appreciate what you've done for me.”

“That's not an answer.”

I lower my gaze.

“I don't know, Fran. I don't know what I feel.”

“      I feel something for you. And it’s getting stronger.”

“      Fran...” I say more softly, but he doesn’t let me continue.

“      I’d like to keep seeing you. I’d like this to be the beginning of something beautiful.”

I look away, feeling a lump in my throat.

“      It’s impossible, Fran...”

He frowns.

“      Why?”

“      Our lives...” I try to sound rational, and to be fair to myself for once in my life. “I’m sorry... your life is too influenced by someone who hates me. I can’t carry that burden. I’m sorry...”

“      That doesn’t mean we can’t try,” he insists. “I want to prove to you that I love you, and that nothing my mother or Carlota might do or say will change that feeling. I’ll separate from Carlota. I’ll ask for a divorce. I just... I just need you to give me some hope...”

A sad smile forms on my face.

“      I can’t, Fran.”

He presses his lips together, not responding immediately.

“      I’m telling you I’ll divorce my wife. Just something I can hold onto...”

“      Don’t make decisions based on what might happen,” I say without daring to look him in the eyes.

“I’m proposing that you let me make you fall in love... I’m dying to try, to create an us where right now there’s only a you and a me.”

I look into his eyes. He’s visibly emotional, but I don’t feel the same, and I know that’s something that can’t be changed.

“      Us?”

He holds my gaze, without hesitation.

“      Yes. Us.”

I feel my heart beating faster. Part of me wants to believe it’s possible, that we could find a way. But the other part, the one that knows the weight of reality, knows that we’re too far from being an “us.”

“      I can’t, Fran. I’m sorry,” I whisper.

Fran smiles sadly.

“      You’re not sorry. You simply don’t want to. Sometimes, you just have to let things happen.”

I lower my gaze, feeling trapped between what I want and what I think I should do.

Fran runs a hand through his hair, frustrated.

“      It’s not that simple, Nerea. I like you. I like you a lot. But I find it... difficult to process that we can maintain a professional relationship after this.”

“      Is that an ultimatum?”

He closes his eyes for a moment and then looks at me.

“      No. But I don’t know if I’ll be able to work near you, feeling what I feel, knowing that it’s not reciprocated.”

I rest my chin on my hand, analyzing him.

“      Then we have a problem. Because I don’t want to work with someone who has to fight against their own prejudices to be with me.”

“      It’s not a prejudice...”

“      No?” I interrupt him. “Then what is it? A possessive instinct? Fear that you can’t maintain a professional relationship with me? It sounds like an ultimatum.”

Fran exhales slowly and looks at me with an intensity that almost makes me shiver.

—      “It’s fear of suffering every time I see you, of you becoming an obsession, something unattainable that causes me pain whenever we have to be together.”

—      “Look, I understand what you’re feeling,” I say more calmly, though my tone is increasingly charged with emotion. “It’s complicated. I’ve questioned it myself. But there’s something I’m clear about: I won’t live under the microscope of your uncertainty.”

Fran took a deep breath, resting his elbows on the table.

—      “I don’t want you to feel that way.”

—      “But how can I not?” I ask, leaning slightly toward him. “What you’re telling me today, here, with a few glasses of wine and the sea breeze surrounding us… will it be the same thing you’ll think years from now, when we’re in our day-to-day at the agency?”

Fran lowers his gaze for a few seconds before focusing on me again.

—      “I don’t know.”

A small, humorless laugh escapes me.

—      “Exactly. You don’t know.”

Fran interlaces his fingers, thoughtful.

—      “Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe…”

—      “I don’t want to be a ‘maybe’ in your life, Fran,” I interrupt him gently. “If you need to convince yourself that I’m someone you can work with, then I’m not the right person for you, either personally or professionally.”

He remains silent, because he knows I’m partly right.

—      “You yourself said you’re looking for a woman with values, someone to share your life with,” I continue. “But if in your head there’s a constant battle between what you feel for me and what your mother thinks of me and my work, we can never be happy.”

—      “I see you, Nerea. I see what I need to see. It’s just that there are things that make me uncomfortable, but I know time can heal them. I just need you to give me a little time. But I need hope, a goal to focus on.”

I shake my head, with a slight resigned smile.

—      “Fran. If I promised you that, I wouldn’t be honest.”

Fran runs a hand over the back of his neck, uncomfortable.

—      “I just need time to process all the necessary changes in my life.”

—      “And what am I supposed to do in the meantime?” I ask, arching an eyebrow. “Wait for you to decide if I can fit into your world? Wait for you to determine if your mother finally understands that I’m ‘good enough’ for you?”

Fran doesn’t respond.

—      “I don’t want to spend my life proving to anyone that I’m worthy of you. Either I am, or I’m not, but my life won’t be a continuous evaluation.”

Fran swallows.

—      “Of course you are, damn it! You are,” he says desperately, though his voice doesn’t sound completely sure.

Fran frowns and his expression hardens.

—      “I don’t want you to convince me of anything, Fran. I don’t want you to tell me that we should try, that we should see what happens. Because I know how that will end.”

Fran makes a dismissive gesture with his hand, frustrated.

—      “No. You can’t know that.”

—      “Don’t do this to me. I don’t want this to end here.”

“      If you need time, take it. If you need space, I understand. But don’t make a decision you might regret.”

“      And what about you? Wouldn’t you regret being with someone who you know deep down can never be fully accepted by the person who influences your life the most?”

“      I’m going to miss you so much.”

I smile halfheartedly. I don’t look at him. I just want to finish dinner, get a taxi, and go home. Fran reaches out and gently caresses my fingers, as if trying to memorize their feel.

“      I can’t convince you. It’s terrible not to be loved back by the person you love.”

I think about Mateo, about the times he must have felt this way. I look at Fran, and I’m convinced that I’m probably the first woman who has ever rejected him in his entire life.

“      Tell me something,” he continues.

I look up.

“      What?”

“      If everything had been different… if the photo leak hadn’t happened, if you hadn’t had to move to Madrid… do you think we would have worked out?”

I feel a knot in my chest, because I know the answer, but I don’t want to hurt him more. I don’t want to tell him once again that the person who has conditioned our lives would always have been there, torpedoing our relationship until she managed to destroy it. I’ve never been so certain of anything in my life.

“      I have no idea, Fran,” I whisper.

	A Necessary Decision.


You can’t love others or accept their love unless you love yourself. I’m nervous. Because I know that as soon as I see him today, I won’t know what to say to him... I don’t even know how he’ll react. Will he be hurt by what happened with Fran? This is awful. All my life I’ve known how to behave with men, and today I feel completely insecure. What do I have to offer him? The “Pretty Woman” fairy tale only happens in movies and nowhere else. Real life is very different.

I arrive at the center around four in the afternoon. The sun is still an Andalusian summer sun: hot, golden, making the parking lot asphalt shine and turning the white building of the center into a luminous spot against the cloudless blue sky. I park the car and get out slowly. It’s not a physical problem, it’s the insecurity that grips me.

I’m wearing my red dress with white polka dots. It’s ankle-length, made of light cotton that moves with the breeze, with thin straps that leave my shoulders bare and a neckline that shows just enough. It flatters my figure. I’ve put on flat golden sandals, simple but elegant. My hair is in a loose bun, with a few strands hanging loose. I check myself in the car’s rearview mirror before closing the door. With makeup, I didn’t hesitate. Plenty of mascara, intense eyeshadow, lips redder than the dress itself. My skin is tanned from afternoons by the pool and glowing from body lotion. I like what I see.


Will he like it? The journey from the parking lot to the main entrance is torturous. Each step feels eternal. A thousand strategies and arguments occur to me, but I discard them as quickly as they come. Some sound like cheap excuses. Others like reproaches and most like cowardice. I don’t know what to say. I don’t know if I have the right to say anything after disappearing, after choosing a fleeting sparkle instead of constant light.


I want the fairy tale. I want the movie ending: the broken girl who rebuilds herself, the good guy who waited without asking for anything in return, the kiss in the rain or at sunset, the epic background music. I want him to look at me the way he looked at me that afternoon on the beach, with eyes full of something that wasn’t desire, but affection. I want him to tell me that it’s okay, that the time we lost doesn’t matter, that what matters is now.

But my entire life has been full of light and shadow, especially in love. My relationships have passed like shadows in a procession. None left a mark beyond a few scarce memories and the eternal feeling of loneliness that has always accompanied me. I’ve always been the one who shone for a while and then faded. The one who seduced to survive and then ended up empty. The one who chose the attractive because I believed the stable didn’t exist.

I cross the main door. Charo, the receptionist, greets me with a smile that is no longer surprised and a “You look beautiful!” that gives me confidence. I walk down the hallway I know by heart: the smell of disinfectant, the echo of distant voices, mixing with the pounding of my heart, which seems to want to leave my body.

And there it is. The closed door to his office. I refuse to see it as a sign, as a metaphor for what’s to come. I want to open that door. I need it to open.

I knock on the door and open it without waiting for a response. He’s sitting there, writing something, but he looks up when he hears me come in. His eyes meet mine and for a second time stands still.

“Hello, Nerea. What brings you here?” He blinks, puts his pen down on the desk. There’s surprise on his face, but something else too: curiosity, perhaps. Or accumulated fatigue. He stands up slowly, walks around the desk.

“Hi,” I say, my voice coming out trembling.

“Nerea...” he murmurs, and my name in his mouth sounds like both a question and an answer at the same time.

I stammer a clumsy excuse. It’s the first thing that comes to mind, and I blurt it out without thinking.

“I don’t feel well. It hurts a lot. Something’s not right...”

He frowns with confusion.

“Where? Lie down on the examination table. What hurts?”

I move closer. The examination table is covered with a disposable paper sheet that crinkles when I sit down. I lie on my back, the long skirt of my dress opens at the side slit and reveals my leg up to the groin. The pink scar crossing my hip is visible, the skin still pale in some places. Mateo approaches, puts on latex gloves with a snap that echoes in the silence.

His hands touch me. Strong, confident, warm even through the latex. First my hip: he presses gently around the joint, explores the muscles, the tendons. I feel each finger like a point of controlled fire. He presses softly, moves my leg carefully to check the range of pain.

He looks up. His brown eyes stare at me intently.

“I don’t see anything in the examination,” he says. “The joint is stable, there’s no inflammation. We’ll need to take an X-ray to rule out any microfracture or displacement of the material.”

I sit up slightly, supporting myself on my elbows. The dress opens more, revealing the beginning of the black underwear I chose this morning.

“That’s not where it hurts,” I say, my voice coming out as a whisper.

He frowns, puzzled.

“Where then?”

I point to my chest, right over my heart.

“Here.”

Then I point to my lips.

“Here.”

And, finally, my temple.

“Here.”

The silence that follows is so dense I can almost touch it. Mateo removes his gloves slowly, one by one, as if he needed time to process what I’ve just said. He throws them into the waste bin with a precise gesture, but his hands tremble slightly.

He stands by the examination table, looking at me. I remain lying down, the dress open, my chest rising and falling with each rapid breath. I don’t cover myself. I don’t want to hide anymore.

“Nerea...” he begins, and his voice breaks at the end of my name.

He says nothing more. He just looks at me. And I look at him.

But neither of us moves.

“I want you to do something for me,” I tell him, still lying on the examination table. “Please... listen to my heart.”

Mateo stands still for a second. His eyes scan my face, drop briefly to my chest that rises and falls too quickly under the thin fabric of the red dress, and return to my eyes. He doesn’t ask questions. He just nods slowly, as if he knew this is no longer a medical examination.

He turns to the side table, takes the stethoscope. He puts it in his ears. He comes closer. He leans over me. The scent of his cologne envelops me before his hand does.

He places the metal disc just below my left collarbone, over my heart. The cold makes me hold my breath. His other hand rests gently on my shoulder to stabilize me, though it’s not necessary. We’re so close that I can feel his breath on my neck.

He listens.

A few seconds. The silence is absolute, just the distant hum of the air conditioning and the racing heartbeat that pounds in my ears and that I know he’s hearing too.

He looks up. His brown eyes meet mine. He’s visibly surprised. Dilated pupils, tense jaw, a muscle twitching in his cheek.

“You’re tachycardic,” he says in a low voice, almost a whisper. “What’s wrong with you?”

I release the breath I was holding.

“Damn it, Mateo... you’re making this so difficult for me...”

I slowly sit up, the dress opening further, revealing the black lace of my underwear. I don’t cover myself. 

“What’s happening is that I love you.”

The words finally come out on their own. They hang in the air between us.

He remains motionless. The stethoscope still hangs from his neck, forgotten. He lowers his gaze for a second, as if he needed to organize the chaos I’ve just unleashed.

“Nerea, I...”

“No,” I interrupt him, and my voice trembles, but I won’t stop. “Mateo... you’ve never fought for me. I’m the one who comes to you. The one who had to take the step. And I’m doing it now because I don’t want us to miss this opportunity. Because every time I take a step without a crutch, I think of you. Because I see you in the high school playground looking at me with puppy dog eyes. Because you used to watch me when you thought I couldn’t see you, and you never dared to make a move.”

He swallows hard.

“I never thought I had any chance,” he finally says. “You were always something unattainable. The prettiest girl in class, the one everyone wanted, the one who had Fran and the world at her feet. I was... the weird one. I was nobody to fight for you. I just limited myself to being there... And later, when I saw you choose Fran again... I thought that confirmed what I’d always believed. That I wasn’t enough.”

I raise my hand and touch his cheek. 

“You never tried,” I whisper.

“You would have laughed at me...”

I don’t respond with words. I lean forward, slowly, giving him time to pull away if he wants to. He doesn’t.

“I wouldn’t have... I never did.” 

I kiss him. Softly at first. My lips brush the corner of his mouth. Then it’s lips against lips, a touch that’s more question than statement. He stays still for a moment, as if he can’t believe this is happening. Then he responds. His hands rise to my face, holding me with that gentleness of his that has always disarmed me. The kiss deepens, becomes urgent but not rough. His tongue touches mine. He tastes like desire and everything we never said to each other. My hands close around his neck, tangled in his hair. His breath quickens against my mouth.

We separate, panting. His forehead against mine.

“I’ve loved you since the first day I saw you,” he says, and his voice trembles. “I loved you again when you walked through that door... but the other day I thought I had lost again.”

I smile, tears sliding down my cheeks.

“You’re a silly man tormented by insecurity. I’ve liked you since I saw you again after the accident. From the first day you walked into my room. I like you when you look at me as if I were made of glass and at the same time as if I were the strongest thing you’ve ever seen. I like you when you stay quiet because you don’t know what to say, and when you speak and say exactly what I need to hear. I like all of you, Mateo.” 

He swallows. I see his Adam’s apple move in his throat.

“And now...” I continue, sitting up completely until I’m perched on the edge of the examination table. “If you don’t mind, be irresponsible for once in your life... and take me to your place.”

His hands move up to my face. 

I smile. Tears slide down my cheeks. His lips against mine, urgent, desperate, his tongue seeking mine with a hunger that makes me gasp. His hands move down my back, pressing me against him, and I tangle my fingers in his hair, pull gently, draw him closer.

We separate, panting. He rests his forehead against mine.

“Are you sure?” he asks, looking at me with shining eyes.

“I’ve been sure about this my whole life.” 

THE END

	Synopsis.


Nerea, an ambitious and dazzling young woman, has everything it takes to conquer the world: beauty, determination, and a body that breaks hearts. On her graduation night, an unforgettable party leads her into the arms of Fran, the perfect guy with connections and promises. But what begins as a dream turns into a nightmare when intimate photos are leaked and her life falls apart: abandonment, public humiliation, and escape in search of a fresh start.

Ten years later, a brutal accident leaves her with amnesia and a body reconstructed with titanium plates. She wakes up in a rehabilitation center barely remembering anything about her adult life. There she reconnects with Mateo, the shy, kind boy from high school who is now her doctor, and Javi, a young man with cerebral palsy who teaches her the true meaning of resilience.

As she recovers fragments of memory —Fran’s betrayal, precarious jobs, and moments of fleeting glory— Nerea must decide who she wants to be.

Between Fran’s toxic return, her unbreakable friendship with Javi, and the contained attraction toward Mateo, Nerea faces her greatest battle: accepting that real love doesn’t always shine. And that sometimes, the bravest thing isn’t flying high… but learning to walk again.

A story of spectacular falls, painful reconstructions, and the certainty that true success isn’t measured in flashes, but in who holds you when everything falls apart.

[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc5HJ.jpg
e

MALENTE

SELENA






OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		Table of Contents


  



Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Table of Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189

		190

		191

		192

		193

		194

		195

		196

		197

		198

		199

		200

		201

		202

		203

		204

		205

		206

		207

		208

		209

		210

		211

		212

		213

		214

		215

		216

		217

		218

		219

		220

		221

		222

		223

		224

		225

		226

		227

		228

		229

		230

		231

		232

		233

		234

		235

		236

		237

		238

		239

		240

		241

		242

		243

		244

		245

		246

		247

		248

		249

		250

		251

		252

		253

		254

		255

		256

		257

		258

		259

		260

		261

		262

		263

		264

		265

		266

		267

		268

		269

		270

		271

		272

		273

		274

		275

		276

		277

		278

		279

		280

		281

		282

		283

		284

		285

		286

		287

		288

		289

		290

		291

		292

		293

		294

		295

		296

		297

		298

		299

		300

		301

		302

		303

		304

		305

		306

		307

		308

		309

		310

		311

		312

		313

		314

		315

		316

		317

		318

		319

		320

		321

		322

		323

		324

		325

		326

		327

		328

		329

		330

		331

		332

		333

		334

		335

		336

		337

		338

		339

		340

		341

		342

		343

		344

		345

		346

		347

		348

		349

		350

		351

		352

		353

		354

		355

		356

		357

		358

		359

		360

		361

		362

		363

		364

		365

		366

		367






OEBPS/image_rsrc5HK.jpg





