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Synopsis:

Daniela is no longer hiding. But living openly—as herself, in her own skin—is a different kind of battle.

Her old life is in pieces. Her heart aches with memory, lust, and regret. Yet for the first time, Daniela is seen… not as a man in disguise, but as a woman becoming. Between tentative reconciliations and dangerous temptations, she must choose: keep spiraling into shame, or fight for the softer self she now dares to believe in.

As past lovers return, new boundaries are drawn, and society sharpens its judgment, Daniela learns that becoming her was only the first step. Now, she must learn how to be her—fragile, fierce, and free.


CHAPTER 1: RELAPSE IN SILK

Marta's coffee was cold, but she kept turning the spoon in endless circles.

“Adrian and I are leaving this weekend,” she said at last, staring into the bottom of the cup. “We need time to ourselves.”

Daniela felt the orange juice burn her throat as she swallowed.

“They deserve it,” she replied, smiling a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

Marta looked up then, searching Daniela’s face for something that Daniela had already learned to bury very deep. The silence stretched until it became unbearable.

In her room, Daniela checked her bank account for the third time that week. The red numbers seemed to taunt her from the screen.

“I can’t go on like this,” she whispered, staring at her reflection in the mirror. The image reflected a tired woman, with mascara smeared from rubbing her eyes so much that night.

The comments at the clinic were still coming in, even if they were now more subtle:

“Daniela, honey, would you mind filing these documents? Unless you’re too busy ironing that pretty dress.”

“Hey, are you sure you know how to use the scanner? It’s not like your… other skills.”

She closed her eyes tightly. Every word was a pinprick in what little pride she had left.

Saturday dawned with a light that was too bright for what Daniela had planned. She dressed carefully, like someone preparing for battle:

	The black bodysuit that clung to her skin like armor. 
	The fishnet stockings that drew patterns on her thighs. 
	The red lips, applied with surgical precision. 


The photos she uploaded to Instagram (“Weekend for me”) racked up likes in minutes. But the comments that used to excite her now only caused an emptiness in her stomach.

The doorbell rang just as she was wondering whether to delete the posts.

Raul stood in the doorway, leaning against the frame as if the house still belonged to him.

“Hello, Daniela,” he said, slurring the syllables of her name as if it were a private joke. “I came to check that installation you like so much.”

She was about to slam the door in his face, but something in his gaze—that mixture of lust and contempt that a sick part of her still craved—stopped her.

“Fine,” she replied, in a voice she did not recognize as her own.

In the kitchen, Raul didn’t touch the wires. Instead, his rough hands found the curve of her waist with a familiarity that made Daniela shiver.

“I knew you’d come,” he whispered, gently biting her ear. “Bitches like you never change.”

Daniela pushed him against the fridge, hating herself for what she was about to do.

"Shut up," he ordered, unbuckling his belt with expert hands. "And don't waste my time."

It was quick, mechanical, like remembering a forgotten script. But when he finished, instead of sending him away, she took him by the hand and led him to her room.

"Now do to me what you came here to do," she said, lying down on the bed with her eyes closed.

Raul needed no further invitation. There was no kissing, no caressing, just rough sex that left her feeling like a used rag afterwards. When he was done, he dressed quietly and left a bill on the bedside table.

"For your hormones, honey," he said with a throaty laugh before walking away.

Daniela stared at the ceiling, tears sliding down her temples until they soaked her pillow. Outside, the sun was still shining as if nothing had happened.


CHAPTER 2: WAX AND WINE

The candle wax dripped on the white tablecloth, forming small melted mountains. Hiromi traced one of them with her finger, avoiding Adrian’s gaze. The red wine—a Cabernet Sauvignon he’d carefully chosen—no longer tasted the same to her.

“Shall we order dessert?” Adrian asked, sliding his thumb over his wrist in that gesture that used to make her heart race.

“Of course,” Marta replied, but her eyes wandered to the window. An old couple was sharing a piece of cake, laughing as if time didn’t exist. Like us at the corner café, she thought. Before everything got complicated.

Adrian released the spoon with a sharp clink.

“Are you sure you want to move in together?” The question fell like a broken plate between them. “Sometimes I feel like… you’re just waiting for something to end before you start something else.”

Marta put down the glass. Too late to pretend she didn’t understand.

“Anything else?” She played at misdirection, but her voice sounded hollow even to her own ears.

Adrian did not mention Daniela. He didn’t need to. His silence was more revealing than any accusation.

The phone rang three times before Raul answered. Daniela didn’t remember dialing the number. Or she did, but as if in a trance, her fingers moving on their own as she listened, through the wall, to Marta’s muffled moans and Adrián’s grunts.

“I knew you’d come back, you little whore.” Raul was already pushing her against the window frame, his rough hands ripping her bra off before the door was fully closed. “You like being treated like what you are, don’t you?”

Daniela did not lie. She didn’t say “no” when he ordered her to kneel. She didn’t protest when he pressed her neck against the wall. She even gasped his name when he demanded it, even if in her mind she saw another face.

“Scream,” Raul ordered, digging his nails into her hips. “I want them to hear what a slut you are.”

And she obeyed, eyes closed, imagining that every moan was a nail in the coffin of her dignity. When he left, leaving the crumpled bill on the small table as usual, Daniela didn’t throw it in the trash. This time, she kept it in her jacket pocket—a reminder of how low she could sink.

Marta lay motionless next to Adrian, counting her feigned breaths. Why doesn’t his skin burn me anymore? she wondered, remembering how before, a simple touch of his hands electrified her. Now she only felt the weight of an absence she dared not name.

Daniela curled up in the stained sheets, choking back tears into the pillow. The smell of Raul still clung to her skin, but what truly suffocated her was another question: Why is it that when I close my eyes, it's his hands that I imagine?

Outside, the full moon illuminated both windows of the same house, casting identical shadows on two women who, in silence, were asking the same question with different names.


CHAPTER 3: DANIELA'S GOOD FORTUNE

The bills were crumpled from counting, but now rested neatly in the envelope marked "PAID." Daniela let out a sigh she'd been holding for months. The new title on her badge - "Logistics Coordinator" - not only came with a better salary, but with the direct gaze of colleagues when she spoke in meetings. Even Ricardo, who used to sneer with sideways smiles, now looked down when she passed.

She applied her new lip gloss - a deep red she'd bought to celebrate - and checked herself in the bathroom mirror.

"You did it," she murmured, though the smile didn't reach her eyes.

The hallway was dark when she left her room. As she passed the large mirror they'd chosen together years ago, a question stopped her:

Why was she still here?

It wasn't for the money. It wasn't out of necessity. So why couldn't she imagine her suitcase by the door?

Marta gripped the phone until her knuckles whitened. Adrian's voice still echoed in her ears, sharp as broken glass:

"It's not normal, Marta. How much longer?"

"I won't throw her out," she'd replied, but the word "normal" burned her tongue. What was normal after all they'd survived?

The slam of Adrian's departure still reverberated when Daniela appeared. Marta hadn't noticed her tea going cold.

"Again?" Daniela asked, though she knew.

Marta nodded, staring into her cup as if it held answers.

"You need space," Daniela said firmly. "I should go."

Marta looked up so sharply her hair flew. "No." The whisper cracked. "Stay."

Then the dam broke.

Daniela didn't hesitate. She crossed the kitchen and caught Marta just as the first tear fell.

"I'm sorry," Marta sobbed into her shoulder, fingers clutching Daniela's blouse like a lifeline. "For everything."

"Me too," Daniela answered, stroking Marta's hair, remembering how often these same motions had comforted them before.

Something changed in that instant. Not the passionate love of before, nor simple camaraderie, but something quieter and stronger: the certainty that after seeing each other’s worst selves—and their own—they still chose to stay.

Marta pulled back just enough to meet Daniela’s eyes, her lashes still wet.
“What now?” she asked, her smile trembling like light on water.

Daniela caught a tear with her thumb.
“Now we live.”

Beyond the windows, traffic flowed like an indifferent river. But in that kitchen—with its cold tea and half-healed wounds—the silence no longer crushed them. For the first time in years, it felt like breath.


CHAPTER 4: MORNINGS THAT ARE NO LONGER UNCOMFORTABLE

The aroma of freshly brewed coffee mingled with the sharp scent of nail polish on the dining table. Daniela, tongue peeking between her lips in concentration, applied the final coat of "Passion Red" to Marta’s nails.

"I didn’t know you were this good," Marta murmured, tilting her hands to catch the light.

"I practiced with the girls at Luz Alba," Daniela replied, smiling without looking up. "Claudia loves florals, but I thought you’d prefer something classic..."

Marta felt that old flutter in her stomach—the same one she’d get years ago when Daniel (not yet Daniela) made her Sunday breakfast. Strange, yet wondrous, to be pampered like this by the person who’d once been her husband.

The mall became their Saturday sanctuary. Where Daniela once trembled passing fitting rooms, she now guided Marta between boutiques with a stylist’s confidence.

"This blue steals your eyes," she declared one afternoon, holding up a draped-neck dress that glittered under the lights.

Marta, wedded to her palette of whites and beiges, hesitated. "Isn’t it... much?"

"Exactly why you need it." Daniela winked, steering her toward the fitting room. "Adrián lost his voting privileges."

When Marta emerged—cinched at the waist, the fabric cascading in unfamiliar curves—something clicked inside her.

"I’ll take it," she announced, cheeks pink but voice steady.

Daniela applauded like they’d won a pageant. In a way, they had: for the first time in years, Marta saw herself in the mirror.

Movie nights began by accident. A sudden downpour. A forgotten popcorn bag. Then came the blankets, the films, the way laughter sometimes dissolved into wet silence (hormones? nostalgia?).

One such night, between wine-stained lips and a quiet moment, the words slipped out:

"Sometimes I think... I’m more myself with you than anyone," Marta confessed, studying her glass like the truth lived at its bottom.

The quiet that followed wasn’t awkward—it hung rich and golden between them, thick with everything they’d whispered through shared glances and accidental touches over months. Daniela’s hand moved slowly, the way one reaches toward a sparrow that might still take flight, and came to rest over Marta’s.

Rain still drummed its indifferent rhythm against the windows. But on that couch—abandoned popcorn between them, movie credits scrolling unseen—something tender unfurled in the ruins of what they’d once been.


CHAPTER 5: DISCOVERED NEWSPAPER MORNING

The cabinet resisted at first, jammed as always by the spice jars Marta never organized. When it finally gave way, the linen-lined notebook fell at Daniela’s feet with a thud. The pages opened to an entry marked with a folded corner:

“April 3. Today I saw her laugh as she ironed that blue dress. The same laugh that used to have breakfast with me every morning. Why can’t I hate her, after all the hurt, all the lies?”

Daniela closed the diary as if the words were burning her fingers. The trembling in her hands was not only because of the invasion of Marta’s privacy. It was that bitter taste in her mouth, as if she had bitten into a rotten fruit: the certainty that you could be loved, but never in the way you really needed.

“It’s just a coffee, not a wedding!” Daniela adjusted the clasp of the pearl necklace with fingers she couldn’t keep steady. “Although with that cleavage, maybe it’ll end in something else.”

Marta looked at herself in the bathroom mirror. The blue dress hugged her curves in a way she would never have chosen on her own. The mascara that Daniela had so patiently applied made her eyes shine like two pieces of heaven.

“I’m not sure I’m ready,” she confessed, running her fingers through the fabric as if hoping to find an answer written in the folds.

Daniela placed her hands on her shoulders. The contact lasted a second longer than necessary, a second in which they both held their breath.

“I’d have to be an idiot not to love you,” Daniela murmured against the back of her neck.

How I was an idiot for destroying us, she thought, savoring Marta’s perfume one last time before releasing her.

The doorbell rang at exactly eight o’clock. Daniela opened the door to find a man with a perfect smile and impeccable suit.

“You must be the famous Daniela,” he said, extending a hand that smelled of expensive lotion. “Marta won’t stop talking about you.”

She shook that hand with a polished smile, the same one she used in business meetings. When Marta appeared in the hallway, Daniela leaned toward the man’s ear:

“Take care of her,” she whispered in a voice that was meant to be light. “Or you’ll have to deal with me.”

The laughter that followed rang false even to her own ears.

The apartment became a silent torture chamber. Daniela tried everything:

Rearranged the nail polishes.

She put on a romantic comedy.

She reread Marta’s diary, stopping at the page where she described “the way her skin smells like vanilla after a shower.”

When the message arrived around midnight, the phone burned in her hands:

“All good. It’s... nice.”

Daniela dropped the cell phone as if it had electrocuted her. Was it relief that Marta was safe? Or was it the first throb of an entirely new pain?

Daniela went to bed without changing the sheets, wishing that Marta’s lavender scent still permeated the pillows. But when the door slam announced her return, all the air escaped from her lungs.

Muffled laughter. Whispers that made no attempt to be discreet. The sound of the zipper of the blue dress sliding down the hallway.

“Gabriel...” —Marta’s voice, hoarse and unfamiliar, pierced the wall like a knife.

Daniela became a statue. Every moan, every thump of the bed against the wall, every gasp that had once been just for her, was now nails in her emotional coffin.

Dawn found her with dry eyes and fingernails marked on the palms of her hands. When the front door closed behind the man’s departure, Marta’s perfume—mixed now with other people’s sweat and sex—seeped under her door as the last reminder:

Life went on. Even when your heart stopped beating.


CHAPTER 6: SMILES AND KNIVES

The sun streamed in through the kitchen window, illuminating Marta, who swayed her hips to the rhythm of a song only she could hear. Gabriel’s shirt—white, expensive cotton, with sleeves rolled up to the elbows—hung huge on her, but she wore it with a comfort that split Daniela’s chest.

“Oh, you were here all night?” Marta stopped when she saw Daniela sitting at the table, her hands clutching a cup of cold coffee she hadn’t touched for hours. “God, I’m sorry if... we made too much noise.”

Daniela smiled a smile that burned her lips.

“Don’t apologize,” she said, pushing the sugar bowl toward Marta with fingers that miraculously didn’t tremble. “If he makes you happy, you should enjoy it without guilt.”

Marta shone like the morning sun, oblivious to the silence that stretched between them, dense and charged with everything unsaid.

By the third visit, Gabriel had his own hook in the entryway and his favorite mug in the cupboard.

“So, Daniela!” he said that afternoon, shaking her hand with the confidence of someone who has never doubted his place in the world. “Marta has told me all about you. How brave.”

Brave. The word echoed in her head like a low blow. Brave like a wounded soldier, like a stray dog, like something worthy of admiration but not of desire.

“Yeah, well... someone had to teach this one not to look like a raccoon with that mascara,” Daniela joked, while Marta laughed and nudged Gabriel affectionately.

He was everything Daniela could not be: anchored in his comfortable masculinity, with broad shoulders and firm decisions. Every time she saw him embrace Marta around the waist with such naturalness, Daniela felt her throat close up.

The outings became routine. Fridays at the movies, Sundays at brunch, the nights when Marta returned with her hair disheveled and her mouth swollen with kisses.

“Are you coming with us to the concert on Saturday?” Marta asked one afternoon, while Gabriel waited for her at the door with the car keys in his hand.

Daniela shook her head, feigning concentration on the nail polish she was applying.

“I have plans with Claudia,” she lied. “Besides, three’s a crowd.”

Marta frowned, but Gabriel grabbed her hand and dragged her toward the door with an easy laugh.

“Another time!”

When the door slammed, Daniela stared at her half-painted fingernails. “Passion Red” looked shrill in the afternoon light, like a scream amidst the silence.

The apartment became too big and too small at the same time. Daniela learned to recognize sounds: the squeak of the elevator at 11:30 p.m., the jingle of Gabriel’s keys, Marta’s muffled laughter when they thought she was sleeping.

One night, after hearing Marta's bedroom door close with a dull thud, Daniela stepped out onto the balcony. The cold air bit her skin as she lit an unwanted cigarette.

From there she could see the couple's reflection in the lighted window: Gabriel unbuttoning his shirt, Marta laughing as she plopped down on the bed.

Daniela squeezed the cigarette until the ash burned her fingers. The pain was real, tangible, something she could focus on instead of the emptiness spreading in her chest.

When she finally entered, the apartment was silent. But in the air hung the echo of Marta's moans, a cruel reminder that some wounds never fully heal.

Mornings became an exercise in acting. Daniela learned to smile when Marta appeared singing, to ask "How was the date?" in a casual voice, to ignore how Gabriel left his mark all over the house: his cologne in the bathroom, his mug in the sink, his jacket hanging by the door as if it had always belonged there.

One afternoon, while folding clean laundry, she found one of Gabriel's shirts mixed in with her things. She held it for a moment, feeling the expensive fabric between her fingers, before dropping it as if it had touched fire.

In the kitchen, Marta laughed at something Gabriel said on the phone.

Daniela closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

This was love, she reminded herself. Sometimes it hurt, sometimes it wasn't yours, but it was always, always worth having felt it.

Even when the heart you loved was beating happily for someone else.


CHAPTER 7: QUOTES AND SCARS

Daniela scrolled until the wee hours of the morning. On the screen, the apartments followed one after the other:

"Studio in the center - 25 m², no elevator, but close to the subway."

"Room in a shared apartment - washing machine included, no visitors after 10 pm."

Each option came with its own sacrifice. But none hurt as much as the mental image of Marta eating breakfast alone in that kitchen where they had shared so many mornings in complicit silence.

However, as she entered the kitchen the next day, the aroma of cinnamon and freshly toasted bread stopped her in her tracks. Marta was gyrating in front of the toaster, humming a trendy song as she sliced fruit with surgical precision.

"Good morning, sleepyhead!" she exclaimed when she saw Daniela, pushing a plate of mango and papaya toward her. "Today is a day of important plans!"

Her enthusiasm was so genuine that Daniela, for a fleeting moment, forgot the mental suitcases she had been packing for weeks.

Without warning, Marta enveloped her in an embrace so tight it took her breath away. The smell of her coconut shampoo and the warmth of her skin against Daniela's were a low blow to her heart.

"Thank you for being here," Marta whispered, her lips brushing inadvertently against Daniela's neck. "I don’t know what I would do without my favorite person."

Daniela closed her eyes, allowing herself three seconds of lying: three seconds in which that embrace meant what she longed for it to mean.

"I’ll always be there for you," she murmured against Marta’s hair, knowing it was a promise she would soon break.

Marta’s coffee was as sweet as ever (three spoonfuls of sugar, one of cinnamon). Daniela watched the sugar dissolve as Marta nervously fiddled with her spoon.

"Gabriel has a friend..." Marta began, tracing circles in her cup. "A good guy, really. And, well... he likes women like you."

The silence that followed was so thick that Daniela could hear the clock ticking in the room.

"Like me?" Daniela asked at last, setting down her cup a little too gently. "You mean a man looking for his exotic experiment of the month?"

Marta paled as if she had been hit.

"No! It’s just that... I thought maybe... We all deserve someone, don’t we?"

Daniela’s fork clattered against the plate like a gunshot.

"I’ll think about it," she said, rising with an elegance that belied the trembling of her hands. "Sorry, I’m late for the clinic."

Marta, beaming in her ignorance, shot her a "Have a nice day!" that pierced her chest like an arrow.

The carriage was crowded, but Daniela felt lonelier than ever. Each stop announcement sounded like an echo of her own inner voice:

"Estación Juárez" — Why does it hurt so much?
"Próxima Balderas" — Because you love her, stupid.
"Correspondence with red line" — And she'll never know.

A teenager next to her offered his seat when he saw her glazed eyes. Daniela didn't cry. Not there. Not yet.

"Did she really set you up with the boyfriend's friend?" Claudia's voice on the phone was as cutting as alcohol on an open wound. "What a charmer."

Daniela plopped down on her bed, staring at the ceiling where so many nights she had counted cracks instead of sheep.

"It's not her fault. She just wants to see me... normal."

"Normal?" Claudia spat the word. "Honey, you're more of a woman than that naïve girl with her catalog boyfriend."

Daniela did not answer. In the closet mirror, her reflection watched her with tired eyes.

The apartment was dark when she returned. Marta had already left—probably for another date with Gabriel—leaving only a post-it stuck on the fridge:

"Don't forget about Friday - I brought your black dress just in case! <3"

Daniela tore off the paper with a trembling hand. Then, with precise movements, she opened her laptop and selected the option that hurt the most:

"Apartment in Humboldt street - 30 m² - Available immediately".


CHAPTER 8: KISS UNDER OTHER PEOPLE'S SPOTLIGHTS

The candles flickered on the spotless tablecloth, casting shadows that danced on the faces of the diners. Daniela adjusted her black dress—the same one Marta had hung on her door with that enthusiastic "Just in case!"—as she walked to the table with the elegance of a condemned woman.

Gabriel, with his cologne-ad smile, kept his hand on Marta’s shoulder. She, dressed in a garish red that didn’t suit her, laughed too loudly at Henry’s every comment.

"Daniela, finally!" Marta almost jumped out of her seat. "This is Henry, the friend I told you about."

Henry stood up with the confidence of someone who had practiced this script many times. Tall, green eyes, soft hands that took Daniela’s with exaggerated gentleness.

"An honor," he said, kissing her cheek with a touch that lasted a second too long. "Marta wasn’t exaggerating when she described you."

His perfume—woody and cloyingly sweet—reminded her too much of the one she used to wear years ago.

Henry was a nightmare made to order:

Practiced chivalry: He pulled out her chair as if it were made of blown glass, not expensive restaurant wood.

An enviable memory: "A Cosmopolitan, right?" (How many hours had Marta spent compiling that "How to Seduce Daniela" dossier?)

Convenient backstory: "My niece transitioned at 16... she’s the bravest person I know," delivered with a twinkle even the best actor couldn’t fake.

Daniela searched desperately for flaws—that uneven tie knot, his pretentious pronunciation of "croquettes"—but every gesture was another nail in the coffin of her resistance.

"Your lips..." Henry murmured as he poured her wine, brushing her fingers with intent. "They seem made for telling uncomfortable truths."

The laughter that escaped Daniela sounded so genuine it startled even her.

The night ended on the sidewalk under lanterns that gilded Henry’s profile. Marta and Gabriel, now an enthusiastic audience, applauded when he cradled Daniela’s face in his hands.

"I’ve waited years to find someone like you," he whispered. Before she could protest, his lips met hers.

The kiss was as gentle as it was calculated: the exact pressure, the perfect angle, the taste of spearmint and ambition. Against all instinct, Daniela responded. For one fractured second, she let the fantasy consume her—that this could be real, that she might love someone who wasn’t Marta.

As they parted, the trembling in her hands wasn't because of Henry. It was because of Marta's triumphant look—that "I fixed it" glow she beamed at Gabriel from across the sidewalk.

"I'll call you tomorrow," Henry promised, discreetly wiping Daniela's lipstick from his thumb.

Daniela nodded, mute. In the cab back, as Marta prattled about "how perfect you two are together!", she pressed her forehead to the cold window and let a single tear darken the black dress.

That night, while the sounds from Marta's room seeped through the walls (the gasping, always the gasping), Daniela opened her laptop to find the Humboldt Street listing marked:

"Leased."


CHAPTER 9: MIRROR GAMES

The weeks slid by like thick honey—sweet enough to choke on. Daniela, who’d sworn to stay detached, caught herself grinning at her phone like a schoolgirl whenever Henry’s name flashed on the screen.

Second date: He arrived with gardenias, the exact flowers she’d once admired at the market. “To drown out the scent of nostalgia,” he said. The precision made her wonder how much of her Marta had auctioned off in their private conversations.

Third meeting: Swan Lake tickets materialized in her purse. “Marta told you I used to dance,” she accused. Henry just smiled. “She said you missed live performances. I thought ballet would hurt less than theater.”

Fourth outing: His apartment key slid across the table with dessert. “Not a proposal,” he joked, though his eyes held no humor. “Just an exit strategy—in case your ghosts get too loud.”

Every gesture was surgical in its thoughtfulness, every word tailored to unravel her. And it worked—she saved the ticket stubs, pressed the withered gardenias between poetry pages, let his goodnight texts lull her to sleep.

But when the four of them gathered—when Henry’s lips grazed her temple as Marta watched, when their fingers interlaced like a staged photograph—her gut twisted. It felt rehearsed, like she was the only one reading from the wrong script.

Marta had become incandescent, each transformation bearing Daniela’s fingerprints:

Nails: “Do Passion Red—the shade that kills on you,” Marta demanded, splaying her hands like a monarch accepting tribute. Daniela obeyed, painting each nail while her own pulse thundered.

Flirting: “Gabriel, cariño, aren’t you overheating?” Marta rehearsed in the mirror, biting her lip the way Daniela had—back when those lessons meant something.

Lingerie: The black lace set appeared dangling from the shower rod. “You better be right about this being irresistible,” Marta teased, cheeks pink but chin lifted in defiance.

Then came the knife disguised as nostalgia:
“Funny…” Marta mused as Daniela curled her hair. “I don’t even remember ‘Daniel’ anymore. You’re just my Dani now. My partner in crime.”

The curling iron halted mid-curl. That “just” seared deeper than any burn. When had she become a footnote in her own life?

At the Italian restaurant, their usual shadowed corner table waited. Henry arrived late (always late), bearing work apologies and Pinot Noir penitence.

"When will you agree to a date with just you and me?" he whispered after the second glass of wine. His hand slid beneath the tablecloth, fingers digging into Daniela's thigh with a grip that erased personal boundaries. "I'm tired of sharing you."

Marta and Gabriel chuckled, mistaking it for another of Henry's scripted romantic plays. But Daniela recognized that particular hunger—she'd seen it in Raúl, in a dozen charming men before him. This wasn't desire; it was claim-staking.

"Maybe soon," she deflected, extracting herself from his grasp with a smile sharp enough to draw blood.

Marta clapped like a delighted child, blind to the tension. "Finally!"

Henry's lips curved in victory as his hand recaptured Daniela's, fingers lacing through hers with the finality of a padlock clicking shut.


CHAPTER 10: WAVES AND SECRETS

Marta had mastered Daniela's micro-expressions: the crinkle at her temple when a smile was genuine, the way her lower lip stilled mid-tremor when lying. Now, there was a new tell—that creeping flush up her neck whenever Henry's name lit up her phone.

"So... Henry?" Marta asked, feigning absorption in her decor magazine. "You two seem closer than you pretended to be."

Daniela shoved the phone between couch cushions with teenage awkwardness.

"Just casual chats," she deflected, but her fingers worried the hem of her blouse—a tic Marta could trace back to their university days.

Marta smiled, though something brittle fractured behind her ribs. Once, that self-conscious duck of the chin had been reserved solely for her.

The brochure landed on Daniela's lap like a grenade wrapped in glossy paper. Casa Azul - Beachfront Refuge shimmered over photos of hammocks strung between palm trees, their lazy arcs syncopated with the breeze.

"We need this," Marta insisted, tapping a Passion Red-stained fingernail against an image of tide pools glowing at dusk. "You. Me. No ghosts."

Daniela traced a page where the sea fractured sunset light into a thousand amber shards. This was the sort of place they'd sketched into shared notebooks years ago, back when they were still "Dani and Mars" and the future smelled like salt and possibility.

"Could be nice," she conceded, though what she meant was: Maybe here, Henry's voice won't coil around my thoughts like smoke.

Salt and coconut oil braided through the air as they stepped onto the property. The house surpassed its photos:

Bedsheets bleached by sun and brine, stretched tight as sails

Oysters glistening on ice beside mango cut into crescent moons—Marta's work before Daniela had even unpacked

A twin set of loungers positioned like an altar to the horizon, where the sea would swallow the sun whole

"We're dressing for dinner," Marta declared, producing two silk dresses. "I picked yours."

Daniela accepted the coral sheath—the shade Marta swore "turned her into something mythic"—while Marta slipped into cerulean blue, dissolving into the evening's last light.

Candle flames licked gold over rustic plates as Marta poured wine, her enameled nails clicking against the bottle like a metronome counting down to something inevitable.

"To us," Marta toasted, raising her glass until it met Daniela's with a crystal chime that hung in the salt-thick air. "And to whatever the universe has in store."

Daniela drank, letting the wine scorch a path down her throat as her eyes locked with Marta's. In that suspended moment—with the sea sighing against the shore and the wind threading through their hair—the world narrowed to the candlelit space between them, to the woman whose gaze held constellations of unspoken words.

Marta reached across the table, her fingertips grazing Daniela's knuckles with a hesitation she'd never shown before.

"Remember our first beach date?" she asked, her voice barely louder than the waves pulling at the sand. "You ruined your favorite jeans rescuing that hermit crab."

Daniela's laughter came unbidden, sharp with nostalgia. "And you laughed so hard you snorted margarita through your nose."

Their eyes met again—and for one dangerous heartbeat, the years between then and now collapsed.


CHAPTER 11: CHECKMATE ON THE BEACH

The last drop of white wine slipped down Daniela’s glass as they laughed, their cheeks burning and their bare feet intertwined under the table. Marta, with a mischievous smile, snatched the empty bottle from her.

“Wait, I have a surprise,” she whispered, as the jingle of keys in the door made Daniela straighten up like a spring.

Her heart skipped a beat when Henry crossed the threshold. Dressed in white linen, his hair tousled by the sea breeze and carrying that perfume of sandalwood and salt that made her knees tremble. Beside him, Gabriel, tanned and casual, waved a bottle of champagne like a trophy.

“Surprise!” Marta jumped up to hug Gabriel. “I thought it would be fun to turn this into a couples’ trip.”

Daniela felt the ground shift under her feet.

There was no time to react. Henry was already in front of her, wrapping her in an embrace that reeked of expensive lies.

“I missed you,” he murmured against her lips before pressing a kiss that Marta and Gabriel celebrated with applause.

“For the love of God!” Gabriel shouted, as Henry’s hand slid down Daniela’s bare back, his fingers drawing circles that burned her skin.

She laughed, forced, choking back the scream that boiled in her throat. How had she gotten here?

The evening turned into a grotesque choreography:

Marta and Gabriel, lost in their love bubble, shared strawberries with playful nibbles and lascivious glances.

Henry, growing bolder and bolder, kept whispering in her ear, “You are so beautiful in this light…,” while his lips brushed her neck with a familiarity that clouded her mind.

Daniela, caught between champagne and expectations, smiled like a doll.

Until Henry lifted her up in his arms in front of everyone.

“My girlfriend needs a break… from so much emotion,” he announced in a voice full of double meaning, while Marta gave them a knowing wink.

The room smelled of freshly laundered sheets. Henry laid her gently on the bed.

“At last I have you alone,” he growled, as his lips trailed down her collarbone.

Daniela closed her eyes, letting the fantasy rock her for an instant: that those arms were someone else’s, that that husky voice belonged to someone who really loved her.


CHAPTER 12: UNDER THE SUN AND CONFUSION

The first rays of sunlight drew golden lines on Henry's bare skin. Daniela awoke with a slight headache—a legacy of the champagne and laughter from the night before—but, to her surprise, without a trace of guilt.

Henry slept soundly, his arm around her with a possessiveness that should have bothered her... but it didn’t. On the contrary, she found herself unconsciously adjusting herself against his chest, as if her body had already made a decision that her mind was still debating.

What the hell am I doing?

But when Henry murmured something in his sleep and drew her closer, the warmth of her skin against his erased all doubts.

The aroma of freshly brewed coffee and warm croissants filled the terrace. Marta, with a smile that did not disguise her curiosity, passed the jam to Daniela.

“Did you sleep well?” she asked, with a wink that made Daniela's face burn.

She nodded, concentrating on her cup, but the casual brush of Henry's knee under the table reminded her of every second of last night.

“Like a baby,” Henry replied, pouring her orange juice with a mischievous grin. “Though someone snores adorably when she’s exhausted.”

Daniela's playful smack on his arm elicited laughter around the table, a sound so natural that for a moment she forgot that this was exactly what she had sworn to avoid.

The beachfront bar vibrated with music that mixed Caribbean rhythms with electronic beats. Hanging lights projected patterns on the tables as Marta dragged Gabriel onto the dance floor with infectious enthusiasm.

Henry extended his hand toward Daniela, his gaze defiant.

“May I have this dance?”

She hesitated. She knew that taking that hand meant crossing a line, but when her fingers intertwined with his, something inside her resigned itself to the inevitable.

And then, the magic:

His hands guided her confidently, as if they knew every curve of her body before they touched her.

Their hips moved in unison, creating a chemistry that the music only intensified.

His voice, husky and close as he drew her against his chest for a slow rhythm, whispered promises no words could ever match.

“I never want this to end.”

Daniela didn’t respond. But when the song ended, her fingers still clung to Henry’s shoulders like anchors in a storm.

The path back to the house was lit only by the moon and stars. The sound of the waves accompanied their steps as Henry, unexpectedly serious, took her hand.

“I don’t want you to think this is a game to me,” he said, pausing to look her in the eye. “Whatever is going on between us… it’s real.”

Daniela watched Marta and Gabriel in the distance, laughing as they collected shells on the shore. The scene was picture-perfect, like something out of a postcard.

“I’m afraid,” she admitted quietly, surprised by her own vulnerability.

Henry raised her hand and deposited a kiss on her knuckles, as soft as an oath.

“Me too. But tell me it’s not worth a try.”

The challenge in his eyes was impossible to ignore. And when Daniela finally nodded, almost imperceptibly, the triumphant gleam in Henry’s eye reminded her of something dangerous:

This is no longer just physics. And that makes it a thousand times scarier.


CHAPTER 13: ECSTASY AMONG THE WAVES

The sea breeze swept through the open window, mingling with the sensual rhythms still pulsing through the speakers. The whole house breathed desire, from the melted candles to the abandoned glasses with traces of pink liquor at the bottom.

Marta, her sky-blue dress slipping dangerously off one shoulder, clung to Gabriel as their mouths sought each other urgently.

“Let’s go upstairs,” he growled, biting her neck with a possessiveness that made Daniela look away.

Marta just laughed, drunk on wine and power, letting herself be dragged up the stairs without looking back.

Daniela sat at the table, tracing circles on the rim of her glass with her finger. Henry didn’t press her. He just watched her from across the room, those green eyes glowing in the gloom like those of a patient predator.

But when the third shot of rum burned her throat, something inside her snapped.

Henry appeared in front of her like a ghost, holding out his hand. “Here. Just us.”

And Daniela, after months of resisting, finally gave in.

It wasn’t like with the others. Henry kissed her with a devotion that took her breath away, exploring her mouth as if memorizing every taste.

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, his hands running down her bare back under her dress. “Like a dream I don’t deserve.”

Daniela, intoxicated with desire and something more dangerous (the possibility of being loved), slid to her knees in front of him. The buttons of his white pants gave way under her trembling fingers, and when she took him in her mouth, the guttural moan she wrung from Henry made her feel powerful for the first time in years.

“God, Dani…” he growled, tangling his fingers in her hair. “Nobody does it like you.”

Henry lifted her as if she weighed nothing, sliding the coral-red dress down her shoulders to leave her in only black lace. He turned her toward the full-length mirror, his lips pressed to her ear.

“Look at you,” he ordered, voice hoarse. “Look at you and tell me you don’t want this.”

The reflection didn’t lie: her hair disheveled, her lips swollen with kisses, her eyes dark with pure desire. And behind her, Henry, looking at her as if she were the last spring in the desert.

“I love him,” Daniela gasped, and it was the purest truth she had spoken in years.

The bed greeted them like an altar. Henry removed her lingerie with his teeth, celebrating every inch of uncovered skin with murmurs in Spanish that made her skin crawl.

“Are you sure?” he asked one last time, rubbing against her as his fingers found her already soaking wet.

Daniela nodded against the pillows, and then he entered her from behind, slowly—painfully slowly—letting every fiber of her body adjust to him.

“Relax…” Henry murmured, gripping her hips tightly. “Let me love you.”

And she did.

The pleasure was an endless wave, each thrust deeper than the last, each moan from Henry (hoarser, more animalistic) fueling the fire in her belly. At some point, the muffled cries of Marta in the next room filtered through the wall, but Daniela was deaf to everything but how Henry possessed her—how he made her feel wanted, adored, real.

The light of dawn found their bodies tangled, sweaty and sated. Daniela awoke first, every muscle aching yet alive, and watched Henry sleep.

His breathing was calm, his eyelashes casting shadows on his cheekbones. In that moment of stillness, with the sound of the sea in the background, Daniela allowed herself the question she feared most:

Was this love, or just the passion of a night that could never be repeated?

Henry stirred in his sleep, pulling her tighter against his chest, as if even unconsciously refusing to let her go. And Daniela, her heart racing, knew that whatever this was, it was too late to turn back now.

The problem was that now—for the first time—she didn’t want to.


CHAPTER 14: THE WEIGHT OF LIGHT

The reflection in the kitchen window showed an image Daniela barely recognized as her own. The white dress melded with the curves that hormones had patiently carved, her hair waving free over shoulders that no longer held the tension of years of lies.

Marta and Gabriel’s laughter in the pool sounded distant, drowned out by the quiet roar of her epiphany:

Where was Daniel?

Not in the arch of her hips, which Henry had traced adoringly hours before.
Not in the softness of her skin, which now trembled under caresses instead of hardening under curious gazes.
Not even in her memories, which faded like photographs exposed to the sun.

The flashes of her transition passed like lightning:

The first lipstick (cherry red, bought on the sly), applied with trembling hands in front of the bathroom mirror while her heart hammered in her ribs.

The last razor stroke to the incipient mustache, the foam mixing with tears of relief in the sink.

The monthly injections that rewrote her biology, turning her grunts into clear laughter, her rough skin into silk, her angular silhouette into a landscape of curves that Henry now loved to roam.

Henry’s warmth enveloping her from behind brought her out of her thoughts. “Good morning, beauty,” he whispered against her neck, his lips finding that sensitive spot only he knew.

Daniela abandoned herself to the touch, feeling each caress erase the last vestiges of doubt. When Henry turned her to kiss her, there was no hesitation in her response.

That kiss was not validation.
It was coronation.

Warm sand escaped between their intertwined fingers as Henry stopped his walk. “I want you to know something,” she said, the sun playing on her blonde lashes. “When I look at you, I don’t see a before and after. I see the woman you always were.”

The waves crashed at her feet, taking with them the last fragments of the person Daniela thought she had been. “Even I didn’t see myself like this… until today,” she admitted, feeling how something was falling off in her chest, light as a feather in the wind.

Henry smiled, that gesture sure to melt her knees, and lifted her hand to kiss it. “Well, get used to it,” he murmured against her knuckles. “Because I plan to spend the rest of my life reminding you.”

And at that moment, with the sea as a witness and the sun caressing her renewed skin, Daniela Méndez finally understood what it meant to be born again.


CHAPTER 15: THE FREEDOM PAPERS

The courtroom smelled of waxed wood and new hope. Marta signed first, her name flowing over the document with a calmness that even she did not expect.

“Ready,” she whispered, passing the pen to Daniela. “Now you are free.”

The pen weighed a moment in Daniela’s fingers before tracing the letters that would define her forever: Daniela Méndez López. Woman. Divorced. Free.

The evening light greeted them outside, gilding their faces like a kiss from the universe.

The apartment that once housed their marital love now echoed with the sound of boxes being sealed and memories finding their place.

“Remember when I swore I would never understand your transition?” Marta laughed, folding the last winter scarf. “Look how far we’ve come.”

Daniela passed Marta her favorite cup of tea—the blue one with polka dots—her eyes shining with a peace that had eluded her before.

“And look at us now. Both madly in love… but with others.”

The laughter they shared filled every corner of the room, sealing with joy what pain had failed to break.

Time wove a new normal.

Sundays at Marta and Gabriel’s house, where Daniela taught Henry how to prune rose bushes without pricking himself, while Marta scolded them both from the kitchen.

Board game nights, where alliances changed faster than chips, and where Henry always, always cheated to make Daniela laugh.

The engagement ring Henry hid in Daniela’s dessert during their annual dinner on the beach—the very place where she, years before, had first accepted that she deserved to be loved.

On the eve of Daniela’s wedding, the four glasses were raised under the stars.

“For the mistakes that made us wise,” said Gabriel.
“For the tears that taught us to laugh,” added Marta.
“For the second chances,” whispered Henry, looking at Daniela as if it were the first day.

And when glass crashed against glass, Daniela knew that this was not goodbye, but the best form of love they could have invented:

Two women who chose each other twice.
As wives in one life.
As sisters in all the others.

And in that perfect instant, with the ring shining on her finger and her family laughing around her, Daniela Méndez López understood that happiness was not a destiny, but the path they had built together.


EPILOGUE: LOVE IN ALL ITS FORMS

Five Years Later

Marta’s garden was a miniature universe of happiness. Among the toys strewn about—Lucas’s red tricycle and Alma’s astronaut doll—laughter echoed, filling the air with magic. Susana, her silver hair shining in the sun, rocked her adopted granddaughter in the hammock as she watched Lucas chase Henry with a squirt gun.

“Grandma, Henry is cheating!” shouted the four-year-old, hiding behind her.

Susana just laughed, touching the necklace Daniela gave her with the inscription: “For the woman who taught me to be brave.”

In the living room, two framed photographs shared space on the main shelf:

Marta, radiant in her champagne dress on her wedding day to Gabriel, with Daniela—her maid of honor in light blue—adjusting her veil with expert hands.

Daniela, glowing in white, hugging the bouquet of gardenias Henry gave her on their first date, while Marta whispered something in her ear that made them both laugh.

“Do you remember when you were afraid the divorce would separate us?” asked Marta, running a finger over the frames.

Daniela, with Alma asleep in her arms, smiled:
“And now we even share children’s birthdays.”

That night, in the restaurant where years ago they’d had that awkward double date, life showed them how far they’d come:

Henry and Gabriel discussed soccer like old friends, ignoring the complicit glances of their wives.

Marta wore the pearl earrings Daniela gave her when Lucas was born.

Daniela, now owner of an inclusive fashion boutique, watched the scene with sparkling eyes:
“If we told this to our past selves, would they believe us?”

Marta took her hand, clinking their wedding rings:
“I doubt it. But look how well the story ended.”

When they returned, they found the house quiet and a note from Susana:
“The children are asleep. Lucas wants to be an astronaut like his ‘Aunt Dani.’ Alma said you, Marta, are her favorite princess.

PS: Henry, there’s chocolate cake in the refrigerator. I know you’re looking for it.”

Daniela kept the note in the “Treasure Drawer,” alongside old photos, movie tickets, and—curiously enough—her divorce certificate.

Under the stars, with the sound of the sea in the background, Marta and Daniela raised their glasses in a last, intimate toast:

“For us,” whispered Marta. “Those of us who knew how to lose everything to win ourselves.”

The tinkling of glass mingled with the sea breeze, sealing a truth that both had tattooed on their souls:

Love, when it is true, always finds its way.

[End]
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