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PART ONE

1

“Solitude is the bridge between our inner being and the vast outer universe.” The phrase wasn’t his but Schopenhauer’s.

Fernando had read it in his planner. The classic daily quote that, on that particular day, hit the mark perfectly with his state of mind. When the bus stopped at the next stop. Almost automatically, he looked up. And there she was, just like every morning.

She boarded with her usual naturalness, unhurried but confident. She wore fitted jeans and a simple white t-shirt, without embellishments or pretensions. She didn’t need more. That day, her loose blonde hair fell over her shoulders with studied carelessness. She wore barely any makeup, except for one detail that had already become her signature: red lips.

Fernando observed her with the discretion he had perfected over the months. He knew exactly when to look at her without seeming obvious, how long to hold his gaze before returning to the book in his hands. But reading ceased to exist for him from the moment she got on until she got off at the university.

She passed by his seat without looking at him and took her usual position, standing, holding onto the metal bar. She never sat down, even when the bus wasn’t full. Always standing, with a relaxed but firm posture, as if ready to get off at any moment.

Fernando wondered, as he had so many times before, if she had noticed him. If at any point she had felt the weight of his gaze. If she had ever realized that, without intending to, she had become the fixed point of his daily routine.

The bus started moving again, leaving the stop behind. Outside, the city unfolded in a succession of buildings and streets that were already familiar to him. Inside, the air smelled of metal, cheap perfume, and morning dampness. But in the midst of all that, there she was, with her white t-shirt, her red lips, and her world completely separate from his.

From behind the parapet of his absolute invisibility, Fernando allowed himself the luxury of contemplating her without reservation. It wasn’t an anxious or lascivious look, but a deep fascination, almost reverential. There was something about her that captivated him, a subtle magnetism in each of her movements.

She held onto the bar naturally, with a slight haughtiness that wasn’t arrogance, but confidence. She didn’t look at anyone in particular, just straight ahead or out the window, lost in her thoughts or perhaps simply letting the journey pass without giving it importance. She never swayed with the movements of the bus, as if her own axis was more stable than that of the other passengers.

Fernando admired that instinctive grace. Hers wasn’t the typical exaggerated or forced beauty, but that of someone who didn’t have to make efforts to stand out. The white t-shirt fit her figure without being flashy, and her jeans, a worn blue, seemed made to measure. And then, the red lips. A minimal detail, but one that took on a special power in her. Like a signature, a declaration of something he still couldn’t decipher.

The bus moved through the still sleepy city. At this hour, most passengers were absorbed in their own concerns. For Fernando, however, this journey was a ritual. A space suspended in time where he could see her without interruptions.

The bus was still half empty. No one noticed him, his fixed but discreet gaze, the way his eyes moved following her every gesture. He knew that as the vehicle filled up, his opportunity would end. He would lose her among other faces, among the noise of others’ conversations.

But for now, she was still there. An enigma he didn’t know if he would ever solve.

Unrequited loves hurt, but they also nourish the heart and make us stronger. At least, that’s what Fernando told himself to justify the invisible weight he carried in his chest every time he saw her. Although his love wasn’t exactly unrequited. For that, it would first have to exist. And his was rather anonymous, a unilateral feeling that lived in the shelter of his mind, in the fantasy of what could be but never was.

She remained standing, barely swaying with the movements of the bus, with the same naturalness with which she breathed. She didn’t know of his existence, or if she did, she didn’t care. For her, he was just another face in the morning routine, a passenger without name or story.

He contemplated with delight her long neck, where a discreet tattoo of some oriental letters climbed up her sternocleidomastoid. Subtle letters whose meaning he didn’t know, but which he had enjoyed since the day he first saw them. That discovery, made on a sunny day in the newly arrived spring, had elevated him to heights of excitement unknown until the day he first beheld it. He imagined kissing that infinite neck, smelling her soft perfume mixed with the aroma of shower gel. In his daydream, he believed he knew even the brand she used. He would give anything to be able to get close and smell that scent that seemed intoxicating to him.

Fernando had once read that love never exists in peace. That it always comes accompanied by agonies, ecstasies, deep joys and sorrows. But his wasn’t love. Or at least not the kind of love that is shared. It was a mute desire, an admiration that wavered between sweetness and torture. He saw her every day and every day his heart stirred with the same mixture of excitement and suffering.

He wanted to talk to her, of course he did. To say something, anything. But what could he say that wouldn’t sound insignificant? How could he break through the barrier of her indifference without seeming desperate, without ruining that perfect image he had built in his head?

The bus moved forward, increasingly full. Soon she would disappear among the people, and with her would go the fleeting illusion of her presence. Tomorrow it would happen again. And the day after. And so on until the end of the school year, until life separated them without her ever knowing what she had meant to him.

And yet, Fernando kept looking. Because in that silent contemplation, in that story that only existed in his mind, there was something in that torture that kept him hooked on her.

He desired her, though she didn't know it. And she never would. That was his torture.

Every morning, when the bus stopped at the station and she boarded with that natural poise, Fernando felt a pang of anguish in the pit of his stomach. It wasn't just attraction. It was something deeper, more irrational. Something that filled him and emptied him at the same time.

He didn't even know her name. He would give anything to know it! He didn't know her voice beyond the few scattered words he had heard her say to other passengers, always with that measured and confident cadence. He didn't know exactly where she lived, only that she got on one stop after him and that her destination was the Law School. He knew that sometimes she wore earphones, that occasionally she carried a coffee in a paper cup, that her way of dressing changed depending on the day, but she always maintained an essence that distinguished her.

He knew her routine, but little else. He knew that some days she got off the bus and walked alone, with quick steps, as if she were running late. Other times she met someone at the entrance of the faculty and her expression relaxed into a half-smile that Fernando envied without right.

But what tormented him most was how unattainable it all was. Because, although he saw her every day, although he observed her and engraved her in his mind with the precision of an architect designing a blueprint, she remained a stranger. A mirage in his life. And she always would be.

Wednesday arrived with the impatience of a long-awaited ritual. Fernando saw her board the bus as always, with the same unconcerned calm. He positioned himself a few steps behind her, not daring to close the distance. He knew that this was the only day of the week when they coincided on the return journey, the only opportunity he had to see her beyond the campus. And that day, for the first time, he decided to go one step further.

It wasn’t a sudden impulse. He had thought about it before, during those sleepless nights when his mind returned to her again and again. It wasn’t a simple whim. It was necessity. He needed to know more, to fill in the blank spaces that tormented him. Where did she live? What was her life like outside the university? With whom did she share her nights, her silences?

The bus advanced through the streets of Vigo, crossing the city tinted by the dim light of dusk. Fernando didn’t look at her directly, but he felt her presence with an almost painful intensity. He saw her out of the corner of his eye, registering every movement: the way she slid her finger across her phone screen, the exact moment when she crossed one leg over the other.

The journey lasted longer than he expected. Perhaps because this time it wasn’t just about watching her, but following her. When she pressed the stop button and the bus halted, Fernando felt his body react before his mind. He rose calmly, without making sudden movements, and got off after her.

The city was a network of lights and shadows at that hour. She walked with confident steps along the sidewalk, without looking back. Fernando maintained his distance, careful not to get too close, but without losing sight of her.

Her route was longer than he had imagined. They crossed streets he barely knew, corners where bars were beginning to fill with voices and warm lights. At times, he feared she would turn her head and discover him. What would he do if that happened? He didn’t have an answer, though he believed the best thing would be to continue walking with indifference.

She crossed an avenue and turned down a narrower street. Finally, she stopped in front of an old-façaded single-family house with wrought iron railings. She took a key from her purse, opened the door unhurriedly, and disappeared inside.

Fernando remained on the other side of the street, his pulse racing. There was the answer to one of his questions. Now he knew where she lived. But far from calming him, that certainty left him even more restless. Because, what now?

As he watched her disappear behind the door, he was only aware that his thoughts were becoming obsessive. It was as if he were at her mercy, without ever having exchanged a word with her. That was the nature of her power, which he couldn’t even define; without her he was empty, a body without breath, as ordinary as his own reflection in the mirror. That power was what bewitched him and fueled his existence, even afterward, when she was already gone.

He returned home with his heart still racing. Upon arriving at the apartment he shared with two other students, he realized no one was there. He had some valuable moments of quiet solitude. He instinctively knew it was much more beneficial than other states of mind, but even so, it was difficult to live with it for too long. Why was it so hard to be happy alone? Fernando needed solitude to think, to study. Or was it silence?

The trouble with solitude is that you had to penetrate it and you had to suffer it. The initial stages were satisfying, but little by little it enveloped you with its glacial cold. You had to endure those moments, travel the path to the end, overcome the bitterness, the feelings of abandonment, and finally embrace it and move forward as one advances toward the finish line in a marathon, sensing the genuine joy of crossing it.

Before reopening his physics notes and completely abstracting himself from the world, he allowed himself a few seconds of daydreaming. Daydreaming was imagining and creating increasingly exciting imaginary situations in his head. Through those dreams, he slightly escaped from monotonous reality and immersed himself in worlds of fantasy.

Fernando had become an expert at daydreaming. At filling empty spaces with scenes that would never happen, at drawing possibilities with the firm stroke of his imagination.

He imagined himself sitting next to her on the bus, as if chance had forced them to share a seat. She turned to him with a subtle smile, without discomfort, as if she had known him all her life. “What are you reading?” she asked, pointing to his book. He responded naturally, without awkwardness, and the conversation flowed as if it were the most effortless thing in the world.

He imagined meeting her in the faculty cafeteria. She was alone, absently leafing through some notes while stirring her coffee with a metal spoon. Fernando approached with any pretext, perhaps a comment about a subject they had in common or about Vigo’s weather, always so unpredictable. She looked at him attentively, and in her eyes there was no indifference, but curiosity.

Sometimes, his daydreams went further. He imagined entering her house, the same one he had seen that night from the sidewalk. He didn’t know what it looked like inside, but in his mind he reconstructed it from details he believed would fit her. An orderly space, but with personality, shelves filled with law books and perhaps some unexpected novel. A soft light, a window open to the distant noise of the city.

In his fantasy, she opened the door without surprise, as if she had been expecting him. As if she had always known that, somehow, he would end up there. They sat on her sofa, a slow, intimate conversation. The tension in the air wasn’t uncomfortable, but dense, inevitable. And then, the accidental touch of their hands, a pause in the conversation, a sustained gaze that said everything without the need for words. He often daydreamed about her, composing stories in which he got to know her more intimately, did all the things that provoked his admiration, married her, and they lived in a perfect world of love and passionate sex.

But reality always came to drag him back. The bus would stop at the next stop, she would get off without even looking at him, and Fernando would be left empty-handed. With his anonymous love, with his dreams that never materialized. And even so, the next day, he would imagine again. Because in those dreams, she was his.

Thursday began with the same weekly routine, although something had changed. Now he knew where she lived. Again, on the same bus, but he decided to get a little closer. That day he decided to take a seat two rows behind where she usually stood. The observation from barely three meters away, was much more intense. Fernando pretended to be focused on reading a book, but the slow journey of the bus gave him the opportunity to admire her for more than half an hour. He noticed the Chinese letters, and wished he could photograph them to preserve that memory. He closed his eyes and tried to inhale deeply, attempting in vain to catch some faint aroma from her body.

He couldn’t understand what was happening to him, but he was certain that she was the only woman in the world for him. He tried to get those obsessive thoughts out of his head. He wasn’t crazy, and those stupid dreams were beginning to frighten him.

Fernando didn’t just observe her because he desired her, but because he couldn’t conceive of the possibility of approaching her and being ignored, rejected, or worse still, ridiculed. His fascination grew in the shadow of his own insecurity.

Since childhood, he had understood that there were two worlds: that of those who moved naturally through life, sure of their place, and that of those who observed from the outside, unable to cross certain invisible barriers. He had always been among the latter.

At the university, surrounded by classmates who seemed to have their social skills under control, he convinced himself that his best strategy was discretion. Not standing out, not exposing himself too much. Not expecting anything from anyone. He had learned to be efficient, pragmatic, to trust his intellect more than his ability to connect with others. He was good at that. A brilliant student. If socially he was mediocre, as a student he was reliable. He had no doubts in that area. His academic record was solid, impeccable, built on discipline and logic. He never submitted a paper late, never left a presentation half-finished, never allowed himself to fail. If in life he felt like a stranger, in engineering he found his refuge, a space where everything made sense, where every problem had a concrete, verifiable, and objective solution. He could calculate without margin for error, the resistance of materials, or the temperature when mixing two liquids, or the recoil of a hose. He only needed the right data and his mind would arrange them in perfect order until achieving the desired result.

He was reliable. The professors knew it, his classmates too. If a team project depended on him, they could rest easy. He always delivered his part on time, always had the right answer. His name on a project was a guarantee of precision.

Additionally, his English was almost perfect. Not because he had traveled or had opportunities to practice it abroad, but because he had understood early on that, in his field, mastering that language was an essential tool. He had learned it with the same methodical obsession with which he solved mathematical problems: studying alone, forcing himself to think in English, watching technical videos, reading untranslated manuals, television series, and movies.

That absolute confidence in his academic facet contrasted with his awkwardness in other areas. In class, in an exam, in a technical presentation, he was relentless. But in a trivial conversation, in an attempt at sociability, he felt that words became jumbled in his head. He didn’t know how to be spontaneous, didn’t know how to move naturally in the social game. In those situations, everything turned into insecurities and doubts. Faced with a moderately personal conversation with a girl, his head would start spinning and, as had happened to him so many times before, he would end up saying something he didn’t mean to say.

That’s why, with her, the fear was twofold. Because while his mind functioned with mathematical precision, his heart was chaos without formulas. And there, in that uncertain terrain, there were no equations to help him.

Every time he saw her, a part of him wanted to stand up, call her by her name —though he didn’t even know it— and provoke some kind of reaction in her. But what would he say to her? How could he justify his sudden appearance in her life?

He imagined the scene in his head a thousand times.

— 
“Hi, I see you every morning on the bus...” —he would say, trying to sound casual.



She would look at him with a mixture of surprise and disinterest.

— “Oh... yeah.”



An awkward silence. Perhaps a forced smile. Maybe a “well, see you around” before she walked away, leaving him with the certainty that it had all been a mistake.

That was the problem. He couldn’t bear the idea of making a mistake. Because if he approached her and she rejected him, everything would shatter. He would lose that safe space where she was still a mystery, where he could continue imagining that, in another context, in another world, perhaps something could have existed between them. His fear of rejection wasn’t just the fear of being ignored. It was the fear of losing the illusion that someday, perhaps, it could be possible.

He found it strange to think that he was secretly in love with her and obviously had no intention of telling her. In his dreams, they would always look into each other’s eyes, then kiss, and inevitably end up in bed together.

One of his roommates, Adrián, was his complete opposite. He knew everything there was to know about women, nightlife, and social interaction, but on the other hand, he was a terrible student whom Fernando constantly had to help. He always said that one should never tell a woman that he had fallen in love with her. And if forced to say it, he had to do it in a way that made it seem unimportant. In his experienced opinion, a woman completely lost interest in a man when she sensed he was head over heels for her.

Women, in his opinion, were interested in what seemed unattainable, so one had to pretend to be difficult to win over. The absurdity of this reasoning was that, for people like Fernando, the concept of unattainable automatically mutated into invisible. 

Friday began like any other day. Fernando left the apartment he shared with Adrián and Ramiro at the same time as always, with his backpack over his shoulder and his earphones tangled in his fingers. The sky in Vigo was covered by a thick fog, the kind that dampened clothes and spirits. But he didn’t care. The only thing on his mind was the moment when the bus would stop at the next stop and she would board, as always.

He sat in his usual spot, the same one as every day. From there, he had a perfect view of the aisle and the front door, where she usually boarded. The bus stopped at her stop and the doors opened.

But she wasn’t there. Fernando felt a small emptiness in his stomach. He instinctively looked at the sidewalk, searching for her figure among the other travelers, as if she had simply been delayed a few seconds. But the door closed and the bus resumed its journey. She wasn’t there.

A feeling of strangeness immediately invaded him. For months he had been seeing her every morning, always at the same stop, with the same routine. It was as predictable as the bus route or class schedule. But today, for some reason, she hadn’t appeared.

He tried to calm himself. It could be anything. Perhaps she had an exam and had decided to go earlier or later. Perhaps she was sick. Perhaps she had simply taken another bus.

But the disappointment was real. His morning felt incomplete, as if an essential piece of his routine had been torn away.

For the rest of the journey, Fernando barely paid attention to anything. He didn’t read, didn’t review his notes, didn’t listen to music. He only thought about her, about her absence. And the most disturbing thing was that he had no way of knowing why.

His mind began to wander. What if he never saw her again? What if this was the end of that silent ritual that had become his only glimmer of hope?

The bus arrived at campus and Fernando got off with a strange feeling of abandonment. He had never spoken to her, had never been part of her life in any way. And yet, her absence weighed on him more than he was willing to admit.

That weekend he hadn’t planned to go to his parents’ house. Normally he went twice a month, since he traveled by train, and it was quite expensive. To make matters worse, he had to change trains in Santiago, and the journey felt very long.

Fernando had been born and raised in Santa Comba, a town in A Coruña where his parents’ lives progressed at the pace of hard work and resignation. Every euro counted. In his parents’ home, no one expected miracles or an extraordinary future. His childhood friends worked in factories, worked the land, or managed modest family businesses. The other option, if they were lucky, was to find stable employment near the town.

But he had been different. From childhood, his parents had instilled in him that the only way to get ahead was through education. His father owned a small construction company. For decades, he had been getting up before dawn to go to work, never complaining about the cold or rain. He had two assistants, and they did small renovations and occasionally built houses around the area. His mother was a cashier at a supermarket and spent hours serving customers and balancing the register. At home, she kept the accounts in an old wrinkled notebook where every cent mattered. Neither of them had been able to study beyond basic education, but they placed all their hopes in their son. And Fernando was fulfilling all their expectations.

From a young age, Fernando understood that he couldn't fail. His grades had to be impeccable, because a scholarship was the only real possibility of going to university. He achieved it: a brilliant academic record in high school and a place in Industrial Organization Engineering in Vigo. But the scholarship was meager, barely enough to pay tuition and cover some basic expenses.

Money had always been a concern for them. Although his parents sent what they could, it was never enough, despite not allowing himself any luxuries. He didn’t go out partying like his classmates, didn’t eat out, didn’t buy new clothes unless absolutely necessary. His life in Vigo was austere, calculated down to the last euro.

To supplement his income, he tutored physics and mathematics. It wasn’t something he particularly enjoyed, but it was a necessity. Many of his students were children from well-off families, kids who needed help to pass exams they didn’t care much about. Fernando noticed the difference between his world and theirs. Their houses were spacious, with central heating, swimming pools, and all kinds of comforts. They didn’t have to worry about money, or about the future.

Sometimes, that responsibility weighed on him. It made him feel out of place, disconnected from the reality of most of his college classmates. Many of them talked about summers abroad, expensive master’s degrees, family connections that would facilitate access to good jobs. For him, however, everything depended on his effort. There was no safety net. If he failed, if he didn’t finish his degree with the best grades, he had no plan B.

This difference was one of the reasons why he never dared to talk to her. He knew they belonged to different worlds. He knew that, even if one day he managed to catch her attention, sooner or later she would discover who he was: a boy from a small town, without money, without an important surname, with a life built on scaffolding, plaster, and concrete remnants.

That’s why he preferred to observe her in silence. Because from a distance, she remained an intact dream, something beautiful that hadn’t yet had the opportunity to reject him.

The apartment he shared was small, with cheap furniture and thin walls that isolated neither noise nor the strange smells from the landings. It was a functional space, without luxuries, where coexistence oscillated between indifference and the need to coordinate bathroom use. Fernando didn’t have a deep friendship with his roommates, but in a way they complemented each other.

Adrián was the specialist in girls and parties. He studied the same engineering as Fernando, but his approach to university life was radically opposite to Fernando’s. He was a terrible student, but an expert at picking up girls and going out. His academic record was a disaster: when he passed, it was always by the skin of his teeth and at the last minute, relying on his charisma to convince some professor to give him a second chance. He owed many of his barely-passing grades to Fernando.

He was the type of person who always had an anecdote to tell. He spoke without filters, with that self-confidence that Fernando had never had. He wasn’t particularly handsome, but in Fernando’s eyes, he had enormous appeal to women. He knew how to move, how to make people laugh, how to find a conversation topic with anyone. Many girls had ended up in his room after a night of partying. For Fernando, he was a reference not to follow, but deep down he envied his people skills.

On Fridays and Saturdays, his routine was always the same: cheap dinner, a few beers at home, and then going out until dawn. Sometimes he tried to drag Fernando along with him, but he wasn’t always successful.

	— 	“Dude, you need to get out more. You can’t spend all day buried in books,” he would say while applying hair gel and putting on his best brand-name shirt.
	— 	“You always have to study! Look, life is short and chicks aren’t going to come looking for you at home, man.”




Fernando ignored him with humor. Adrián was the kind of person who never understood that not everyone functioned like him. For him, the world was simple: if you wanted something, you went for it. There was no room for doubts or insecurities.

Despite their differences, they never clashed too much. Adrián saw Fernando as “the serious one in the apartment,” but deep down he had a certain respect for him. He knew that his effort was enormous, and it was generated by necessity and responsibility. Besides, he owed him a lot.

Then there was Miguel: the quiet and pragmatic one. Miguel was different. More reserved, more pragmatic, more focused on work than on university life. He wasn’t at the university, but instead was studying a computer science program and was already doing an internship at a Citroën subsidiary.

He was calm, methodical, and had a clear routine: he got up early, went to work, came home, started programming in his room, and rarely went out partying. His world was on the computer screen. He spoke little, but when he did, he always got straight to the point.

Fernando respected him because, like himself, Miguel had a clear goal and worked to achieve it. He had no time for nonsense, and although they weren’t friends in the traditional sense, they shared a certain complicity in their way of viewing effort and the future.

Occasionally, Miguel would join in conversations with Adrián, especially when the latter started talking about women or parties in an exaggerated way.

	— 	How many girls did you say you hooked up with last week? —Miguel asked with a half-smile.
	— 	Three. Well, two and a half, because nothing happened with the last one… but I’m keeping her in reserve.
	— 	Isn’t there a margin of error in your figures?




Adrián would usually laugh and continue with his exaggeration, but Fernando appreciated that Miguel had the ability to dismantle his act without effort.

Living together was fairly simple. The three shared the apartment without too many problems, though with very defined dynamics:

Fernando and Miguel were the responsible ones, the ones who made sure the bills were paid on time, who cleaned when Adrián disappeared for the entire weekend, who maintained a certain order.

Adrián was chaos, the one who brought friends over without warning, who cooked and left the dirty pan in the sink for three days, who forgot to buy toilet paper when it was his turn. What couldn’t be denied was that he contributed a lot to the group. He was very generous and bought food for everyone without caring how much he spent. Fernando appreciated this, since he was always on a tight budget.

Sometimes, Fernando wondered what he was doing living with them. But the rent was cheap and, deep down, having roommates so different from him pulled him a bit out of his own world.

That weekend, while Adrián prepared for his night out and Miguel typed away on his computer, Fernando shut himself in his room with his books. He wasn’t going back to Santa Comba. He had to study. But, although he tried to concentrate, he couldn’t stop thinking about her. About her absence. About how empty his morning had been without seeing her.

The room smelled of worn paper, cold coffee, and disorder. Engineering students during exam season were little more than shadows of themselves, consumed by a pace that allowed no distractions. Working through exercises over and over, correcting them. Starting again. Fernando felt like he had been breathing that stale air for months, without the outside world really existing.

It was then that Adrián gently touched his arm, pulling him from his complete concentration to force him to go out partying with him. Fernando had looked at him bewildered. Going out partying wasn’t in his weekend plans. Parties and exams were opposing concepts.

— 
Party? —he had repeated, as if the word itself seemed strange to him.



Adrián smiled, leaning on the table. He was in his ideal moment of the week, with an expansive character, the kind that brightens any conversation.

	— 	Yes, a party. From the Law School. It’s to raise funds for their end-of-degree trip. A friend invited me. And I think it would do us good to get out of this tomb of notes we’re buried in. Especially you.




Fernando hesitated. He wasn’t a party person, and even less so in the middle of that study madness. But Adrián insisted.

	— 	Look, we’re all in the same boat. We wake up with that damn physics in our heads and we go to bed with that damn physics in our heads. But a couple of hours won’t kill you. I can introduce you to some of my friends. They won’t eat you... Or maybe they will. Especially if we fix up that cloistered monk image you’ve got going, dude.




Fernando ran a hand over his face, exhausted and stressed. He had spent weeks cloistered, repeating exercises over and over, pushing himself to the limit. Maybe... a few hours of fun could even be beneficial to clear his head of so much accumulated pressure. But what really convinced him was the magic word: Law. There were many possibilities that she would be at the party, and that possibility excited him. Maybe he could see her, even talk to her. That was what decided it for him.

	— 	Seriously? You’re not going to give me the usual excuse?
	— 	No. Not this time.




Fernando knew why he was accepting. It was his opportunity to see her. He didn’t know if she would be there, but it made sense. A party from her school, with her classmates... If there was even the slightest possibility, he had to try.

Adrian smiled, satisfied.

	— 	“Good, good. But listen, you need decent clothes.”
	— 	“What do you mean decent clothes?”
	— 	“The girls from Law are posh. They like posh guys. If you show up with your Decathlon jacket and worn-out jeans, they’ll think you’re the technician who came to fix the heating.”




Fernando snorted.

	— 	“I’m not going to dress up in costume.”
	— 	“Don’t insult me, dude. It’s not a costume, it’s personal marketing. You need to fit in. Relax, I’ll take care of it. I have a shirt, chinos, and a blue blazer that will look good on you.”




Fernando sighed. He knew Adrian was right. He didn’t fit into her world. He didn’t have designer clothes, or expensive watches, or the carefree confidence of someone who had never had to worry about money. But for one night, just one night, he could pretend.

He could try.

	— 	“Fine, but nothing over the top.”
	— 	“Don’t worry, I’ll work magic on you.”




Adrian gave him a pat on the back and went to his room to look for the clothes. Fernando felt a mixture of excitement and nervousness. He was going to a party. It wasn’t his world, but for the first time in a long time, he felt like he had a real chance to get close to her.

He just hoped she would be at the party too.

— 
“Now we just need to fix that hair and shave that scruffy beard of yours,” said Adrian, nodding at him.



Fernando looked at himself in the bathroom mirror. Adrian was right. His dark hair was too long and shapeless, and the stubble gave him an unkempt appearance. He sighed and turned on the faucet.

It took him a while to tame his hair, running his wet hands through it again and again trying to give it some order. Adrian handed him a jar of hair gel. Then he shaved carefully, feeling the razor glide across his skin until it was smooth. It was strange to see himself without the shadow of beard he had grown accustomed to. He looked younger.

When he came out of the bathroom, Adrian looked him up and down and nodded approvingly.

— 
“Now that’s more like it. If you don’t get lucky tonight...” he said with his typical mocking smile.



Fernando shook his head, half laughing.

	— 	“I’m not going to ‘get lucky,’ Adrian.”
	— 	“There goes the monk again... Damn, dude, attitude is everything. If you go with that attitude, of course you won’t get laid. Show that you’re young, man.” – Adrian shook his head at his friend’s insecurity.




Fernando looked at himself in the mirror by the entrance. He looked like a different person. Adrian’s shirt fit him surprisingly well, the blazer gave him a more polished look, and without his usual beard, his face had a less closed-off expression.

He couldn’t help wondering if she would see him differently. If she would notice something in him that she had never seen before.

Adrian tossed him the apartment keys and opened the door.

— “Let’s go. Tonight you’re going to thank me.”



Fernando took a deep breath and followed him out. For the first time in a long while, he didn’t feel like he was in the background.

He remembered that the nightclub was packed. Cheap alcohol, loud music, and a sticky heat that clung to the skin. Fernando quickly realized that perhaps he had made a mistake letting himself be dragged there. He didn’t fit in. Too many people, too many bodies moving without rhyme or reason, and of course, too much alcohol.

Adrián moved like a fish in water in that nightclub. He seemed to know everyone. With each step he took, a girl would greet him enthusiastically, give him a kiss on the cheek, or hug him laughing. He responded naturally, with a confidence that Fernando found almost impossible to imitate.

	— 	“Adrián!” shouted a blonde in a tight dress, throwing herself at him.
	— 	“Hey, Paula!” he responded, putting his arm around her. “Where have you been hiding?”




Paula smiled and whispered something in his ear before disappearing into the crowd. Fernando observed the scene without really knowing what to do. He wasn’t used to the ease with which Adrián related to others.

But it wasn’t just girls. Guys also greeted him with familiarity. They high-fived, shared comments in low voices, and burst into laughter before continuing with the party. Adrián was a character in there. No matter who he talked to, he always seemed to have an anecdote in common, a private joke, a pending story.

Fernando felt out of place. He didn’t belong to this world of overflowing confidence, easy connections, automatic smiles. He wondered if she might be in some corner of that nightclub, and if, upon seeing her, he would have enough courage to approach.

Adrián, who had noticed his discomfort, turned to him with a smile.

— 
“Relax, man. Have fun. I’ll introduce you to some friends so you can break the ice.”



But Fernando didn’t want to have fun. He wanted to find her. His gaze scanned the nightclub like a battleship’s radar.

Suddenly, he saw her.

It was as if time stopped for an instant, as if all the noise in the nightclub suddenly went silent. She was there, just a few meters away from him, radiant amid the colored lights and artificial smoke.

She wore a loose black spaghetti-strap dress made of light fabric that moved with each of her gestures as if floating on her skin. The subtle neckline revealed her collarbones, and the fabric clung just enough to her waist before falling gently over her hips. It was elegant, but not exaggerated. Natural, as if she hadn’t needed any effort to dazzle.

Her blonde hair fell in waves over her shoulders, with loose strands framing her face of perfect features. Her lips, red. Always red. Like an unmistakable signature, like a detail impossible to ignore.

On her feet, black heels further elongated her figure, giving her that air of innate sophistication that seemed to make her unattainable. She didn’t need flashy jewelry or heavy makeup. Just her, her presence, her way of moving with carefree confidence, the way she smiled when talking with her friends, with that touch of involuntary haughtiness.

Fernando felt a punch in his stomach. He stood speechless, rooted to the floor, as if the world had stopped around him.

He had always seen her on the bus, with her simple jeans and t-shirts, with her air of natural elegance, but this image was different. It was seeing her in her own world, in a setting where he didn’t belong.

Adrián nudged him when he noticed his reaction.

— “What’s up, man? Have you seen a ghost?”



Fernando didn’t respond. He could only look at her.

Adrián followed Fernando’s gaze and, when he saw who he was observing, his mouth opened with a mixture of surprise and amusement.

— 
“Nuria?” he blurted out, incredulous. “Well, I’ll be damned! You like Nuria, huh.”



Fernando quickly looked away, as if he had been caught doing something embarrassing.

— 
“You know her?” he asked, trying to sound casual.



Adrián let out a laugh.

— 
“Of course I know her. Everyone knows her. She’s the beauty of fourth-year Law. Smart, gorgeous, from a loaded family... an impossible dream for most mortals.”



Fernando felt a twinge in his stomach. Nuria. At last he had a name. A name that, it seemed, everyone knew except him.

Adrián looked at him with a mischievous smile and put an arm around his shoulders.

— “Want me to introduce you?”



Fernando felt a shiver. The idea of talking to her seemed as tempting as it was terrifying. He wasn’t part of her world. But he had never been so close.

He took a deep breath.

	— 	“Would you really?” he whispered.
	— 	“Of course, damn it. It’s not that hard.”




They made their way through the crowd to where Nuria was standing. As soon as she saw Adrián, she smiled with familiarity and gave him two kisses on the cheek.

	— 	“Adrián! Always showing up everywhere, huh.”
	— 	“You know me, Nuri. Where there’s a good party, that’s where I’ll be,” he responded with his usual self-assured tone. “And law school parties are always good parties. By the way, this is my roommate, Fernando. Engineer, brainiac, but with more potential than everyone here combined. Don’t cross him off your list of possible targets, he’s headed for the top.”




Fernando felt his throat go dry. Nuria turned toward him with curiosity, with that mixture of elegance and haughtiness that seemed to come to her naturally. Her eyes, a light blue, almost gray, analyzed him quickly. It was a penetrating gaze that immediately captivated him.

— 
“Engineering?” she asked with a slight smile. “So you’re one of those who actually studies.”



Engineering students had a reputation for being cut from a different cloth than those studying humanities. On one hand, they had an aura of intelligence and clear-mindedness, but on the other, they were also known for being odd ducks. Fernando felt the weight of expectation. He wanted to respond naturally, but his voice wouldn’t come out. She was too close. Too real. Too many days spent wishing for this moment.

— “Yes,” he finally said, his voice barely audible.



Adrián rolled his eyes and gave him an obvious nudge.

— 
“He’s a bit shy, but once he gets comfortable, you can’t shut him up,” he quipped, rescuing him.



Nuria tilted her head slightly, as if evaluating the statement.

— 
“That remains to be seen,” she said with a playful smile before taking a sip from her glass.



Fernando felt a knot in his stomach. He wasn’t sure if it was an invitation or a dismissal.

Adrián, with his usual sense of timing, left them alone with some flimsy excuse.

— 
“I’m going to get another drink. I’ll leave you two to get to know each other better,” he said with a mischievous smile before disappearing into the crowd.



Fernando swallowed hard. Now it was just the two of them. Face to face. The music vibrated in the air, the lights changed color around them, but the only thing that existed in that moment was her. He took a breath and swore to himself that he couldn’t fail.

Nuria looked at him with a slight smile, waiting for him to say something.

— 
“I see you every day on the bus,” was the first thing that came out of his mouth.



She raised an eyebrow, surprised.

— “Oh, really? On the CUVI bus?”



Fernando nodded, feeling heat rising up his neck.

— 
“Yes. You get on at the stop after mine. Sometimes you carry huge law books.”



Nuria tilted her head, amused.

— “And how is it that I’ve never seen you?”



Fernando let out a nervous laugh and glanced away for a second.

— 
“I guess because... I’m not someone who attracts much attention.”



Nuria observed him with more interest, as if trying to figure him out.

— “Is that what you think?”



Fernando shrugged.

— “Well... you hadn’t noticed me until now, right?”



She smiled, resting her elbow on the bar and leaning slightly on her hand. The proximity, the light citrus perfume, had him completely captivated.

— 
“Well, now I do see you. And tell me, Fernando, what else do you know about me?”



Fernando felt a strange vertigo. He was in dangerous territory. He knew too much. Too much for it to be normal. He could tell her that he knew the way she turned her head when listening to music through her headphones. That he had counted how many times she bit her lower lip when reading. That he had memorized the way she tilted her head when looking out the window, her tattoo, exactly where she lived...

But he couldn’t say any of that.

— 
“Just the bus thing,” he said honestly. “I don’t know anything else. I just learned your name.”



Nuria smiled with a hint of mystery.

— 
“Then tonight is a good opportunity for us to get to know each other better. Does that sound good?”



Fernando felt like he was dreaming. It couldn’t be real. The girl he had silently observed for months, the one who seemed so unattainable, was there, giving him the chance to talk to her. His heart was racing. He didn’t want to waste a single second.

Fernando still felt that all of this was unreal. He never imagined he could actually talk to her, without the distance of the bus between them.

	— 	“So you study Law,” he said, trying to keep the conversation going without revealing how nervous he was. “It seems like an impossible major to me. Memorizing that amount of information must be terrible.”




Nuria twirled her glass between her fingers before answering.

	— 	“Yes. But I study it more out of inertia than actual vocation.”
	— 	“Out of inertia?”




She shrugged.

— 
“My father is a lawyer. He has his own firm. Since I was little, they always assumed I would follow in his footsteps.”



Fernando nodded, trying to process the idea. He had always imagined that Nuria was one of those people who had everything figured out, a path without doubts or detours.

— “And do you like it?”



She made a face.

	— 	“Not really. There are interesting things, but... it’s not what I’m passionate about.”
	— 	“And what are you passionate about?”




Nuria smiled with a touch of irony.

— 
“That’s the million-dollar question. I would have liked to study History, for example.”



Fernando observed her carefully. For the first time, he saw her with one less layer of perfection. Not the unattainable student, not the flawless girl with red lips and innate confidence. But someone with doubts. With contradictions.

— “So... you’re doing it for your father?”



Nuria took a sip from her glass before answering.

	— 	“Yes. Or out of habit. Or because it’s the easy path. In my family, no other option was ever considered.”
	— 	“Well, I think you’ll look very good as a lawyer.”
	— 	Oh really? Explain yourself... - she said, giving him an intense look that almost hypnotized him.
	— 	Well, I don’t know... You project a serious, formal image. And besides... I’m sure you’ll look gorgeous in a lawyer’s robe – was all he could stammer.
	— 	Well, thank you very much – she said, flirtatiously tucking her hair behind her ear. —How long have you been sharing an apartment with Adrián? – she asked him.
	— 	Three years. The first year I was in a residence hall, but I got overwhelmed having to share a room, so in my second year I started looking for an apartment, and that’s been it since then. What about you?
	— 	I live with my parents – she said with a shrug. In a house near where you see me get on the bus.




Fernando felt an inevitable contrast with his own life. He was in a shared apartment, surviving on a scholarship and tutoring jobs. She was in a house with her family, with a future that, even if it didn’t excite her, was at least secure.

— 
What about you? —she suddenly asked—. Did you always want to study Engineering?



Fernando nodded without hesitation.

	— 	Yes. It was my only option. I liked mathematics, physics... And besides, if I want to work in something stable, it’s the best choice.
	— 	Practical.
	— 	Realistic.




Nuria smiled slightly.

— 
I guess not all of us can afford to dream too much.



Fernando felt that phrase contained more than it seemed. For a moment, it appeared that in that corner of the club there were no differences between them. Two students with uncertainties, with paths they hadn’t entirely chosen, with expectations pushing them in directions they weren’t sure they wanted to take.

For the first time, he didn’t feel like she was on an inaccessible pedestal. They were talking, sharing something real. And that, for him, was more than he had ever expected.

The night continued with conversations, laughter, drinks, and dancing. Fernando couldn’t believe how easy it was to talk to her. Once the initial nervousness dissipated, the conversation flowed naturally. Nuria laughed at his awkward comments, and he was surprised by how spontaneous she was when she let her guard down. They even spent some time on the dance floor, where she smiled at his lack of dancing skills.

The hours passed without them noticing. The club wasn’t as crowded anymore, the music was playing softer, and the energy of the party was beginning to fade. Nuria stretched her arms lazily and let out a sigh.

— I’m tired —she said, with a smile.



Fernando checked the time on his phone. Almost five in the morning.

— 
If you want to leave, I’ll walk you home. I think we live close to each other. —he said without thinking too much.



She looked at him curiously but didn’t reject the offer.

— 
I live twenty minutes away, we can walk. It’ll give us some fresh air.



They went out into the street and the cold early morning air enveloped them. The contrast with the heat of the club was stark, but it was good for Fernando. It cleared his mind and helped him process what he was experiencing.

He was walking beside her. Alone. In the calm of the night, without music, without neon lights, without the barrier of friends or the crowd.

— 
“It’s cold,” said Nuria, hugging herself.



Fernando, without thinking, took off the blazer that Adrián had lent him and offered it to her.

“Here.



She looked at him with a mixture of surprise and gratitude before putting it over her shoulders.

“Thank you. You’re quite the gentleman.



He smiled, feeling his heart race.

They walked in silence for a few moments, with the sound of their footsteps on the asphalt breaking the stillness of the sleeping city. The streets were almost empty, only an occasional solitary car passing by.

“
It’s been a good night,” Nuria said suddenly. “I’ve enjoyed getting to know you.



Fernando nodded, captivated by what he had just heard.

	“	Yeah. I wasn’t expecting… this.
	“	What?
	“	I don’t know. Talking with you, getting to know you for real.




She glanced at him with a slight smile.

“
I guess today you’ve seen me closer than on the bus.



Fernando blushed slightly, but kept his gaze straight ahead.

“
Yes. And now I know you’re more than just the girl with the red lips.



Nuria laughed softly.

“What? Is that what you called me in your head?



He smiled and shrugged. “      I’ve noticed you always wear that color. When I see you getting on the bus, I always say to myself: Here comes the girl with the red lips.

They reached a quieter street, with elegant houses and trees lined up along the sidewalks. He was aware they were approaching her neighborhood.

“
It’s here,” said Nuria, pointing to a house with a small garden and a black fence.



They stood still on the sidewalk. The moment lingered.

	“	Thank you for walking me home,” she said, looking at him with that indecipherable expression that made him lose himself in those eyes.
	“	Thank you for… the night,” he responded, not knowing exactly how to say goodbye.




For an instant, it seemed like Nuria was going to say something more, but in the end she just carefully took off the blazer and returned it to him. Fernando knew that if he didn’t kiss her at that moment, he would lose the opportunity, and gathering all his courage, he moved closer to her and kissed her at the corner of her lips. He made the kiss last a second longer than a simple goodbye kiss. His heart raced wildly. And a wave of electricity ran through his body. He had kissed her!

“
I promise to look for you on the bus, Fernando,” she said with a flirtatious smile. And with that phrase, she turned, opened the gate and disappeared into the darkness of the entrance.



Fernando stayed there a moment longer, feeling the weight of the night in his chest. Something had changed. Something he couldn’t define, but that left him completely awake in the middle of the early morning.

“I promise to look for you on the bus,” she had told him with a soft smile, right after he had left that light kiss between her lips and her cheek.

The contact had been fleeting, barely a warm brush of his lips against her skin, but for Fernando it was like an electric shock.

“
And thank you for walking me home,” she had added, with that voice that now seemed to him the most beautiful in the world.



The walk to his house, just a few blocks away, passed in a flash. His mind kept rewinding the night, every glance, every word, every shared laugh. He couldn't believe what had happened. All his life he had been in the shadows, watching her silently, convincing himself that she was unreachable. And now, suddenly, she had looked at him, talked to him, touched his cheek with her lips and promised to look for him.

He was walking as if in a dream, with a new sensation in his chest. A tingling of hope. An absurd, dangerous, and wonderful idea that made him feel that, for the first time, perhaps things could be different.

Fernando arrived almost at the same time as Adrián. The latter got out of a black Audi with his usual poise and elegance, adjusting his jacket before saying goodbye to a dark-haired beauty sitting in the driver’s seat. She smiled at him with complicity before Adrián closed the door and the car drove off toward the center of Vigo.

Fernando, his head still in another world, entered the building with him. In the elevator, Adrián leaned against the wall with a satisfied air and gave him a look full of mischief.

— 
“Well, well...” he said with a fake smile. “I saw you very entertained tonight.”



Fernando merely sketched a half-smile, still dazed.

— 
“Nuria, huh?” Adrián continued, raising his eyebrows. “One of the hotties from Law. You don’t have bad taste, man.”



Fernando felt a slight warmth rising up his neck.

	— 	“It’s nothing,” he responded, more to convince himself than Adrián.
	— 	“Yeah... right. You’re going to tell me she hasn’t left you dumbstruck.”




Fernando ran his hand through his hair, not knowing what to say. It was obvious that she had.

Adrián chuckled, giving him a pat on the back just as the elevator reached their floor.

— “Well, good luck with her. You’re going to need it.”



And he exited the elevator before Fernando could ask what he meant by that.

Adrián turned just before opening the door to his room and gave Fernando an expert look.

— 
“Fer, I’m going to give you some advice. If you want something with her, you need to change.”



Fernando frowned, feeling a twinge of discomfort.

	— 	“Change?”
	— 	“Yes, dude. That girl aims high. If she sees you how you usually go to class, with that unkempt beard, worn-out jeans, and five-year-old sneakers, she’ll completely lose interest in you.”




Fernando crossed his arms.

— “I can’t change who I am.”



Adrián smiled with an air of superiority.

— 
“I’m not telling you to change who you are, but you can add a coat of varnish, man.”



Fernando snorted.

	— 	“A coat of varnish?”
	— 	“Exactly. You don’t need to become someone else, just present the product better, damn it. A good haircut, a decent shirt, jeans that don’t look inherited from your grandfather, and real shoes instead of those destroyed sneakers.”




Fernando remained silent for a moment. He hated the idea of having to “fix himself up” to fit into a world that wasn’t his. But, at the same time, he couldn’t ignore the way Nuria had looked at him that night.

— 
“Think about it,” said Adrián, with a smile before entering his room. “Guys who look like nerds might be likable, but those who look like winners, those are the ones who get girls like Nuria.”



The door closed, leaving Fernando alone in the hallway. He ran a hand through the back of his neck and entered his room, collapsing onto the bed with his eyes fixed on the ceiling. Did appearance really matter that much? Because, although he hated to admit it in front of Adrián... he wanted Nuria to keep seeing him. And, above all, he wanted her not to forget him after tonight.
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Saturday morning, Fernando woke up with a new determination. It wasn’t pride, nor vanity. It was something else. A restlessness that hadn’t left him in peace since the night before. So, after a quick breakfast, he headed to the shopping mall at the train station. He had no experience shopping for clothes, nor any desire to get lost among clothing racks, but he knew what he was looking for: something simple, classic, but that conveyed a more polished image.

After a couple of stores, he ended up buying dark blue Levi’s, a few well-cut shirts in neutral tones, and burgundy Oxford shoes. An extravagance for his meager savings, but necessary to improve his image somewhat. A classic preppy look, he told himself.

The next step was the haircut. He sat in the barber chair with some discomfort while the stylist evaluated his shaggy, medium-length hair.

	— 	“How do you want it?” she asked.
	— 	“Modern, but nothing extreme. Something easy to maintain.”
	— 	“Alright. I’ll give you a fade cut.”




With skillful work of scissors and razor, the stylist did her job. When he looked in the mirror, Fernando was surprised. It was him... but different. More defined, neater. More like the type of man who could stand beside Nuria without looking like a boy next to her.

When he returned to the apartment, he found Adrián sprawled on the sofa watching television with a bowl of cereal and yogurt, enduring his hangover as best he could.

Fernando came in and left the bag with clothes on a chair. Adrián turned his head distractedly, and his expression changed.

— 
“Damn...” he dropped the spoon in the bowl and looked him up and down. “You must really like Nuria.”



Fernando snorted, gathering his things.

— “Don’t exaggerate.”



Adrián stood up with a look of disbelief.

— 
“Dude, you’ve spent a fortune on clothes and gone to the barber on a Saturday morning. You don’t expect me to pretend nothing happened, do you?”



Fernando avoided his gaze, feeling a bit ridiculous.

— 
“I just thought it was time for a change.”



Adrián burst out laughing.

	— 	“Yeah, right. Suddenly you’ve developed an interest in fashion.”
	— 	“Fine, I like Nuria.” Fernando admitted and went into his room, feeling Adrián’s mocking smile behind him.




However, when he looked at himself in the mirror with his new image, he couldn’t deny that he felt... different.

Adrián followed him into the room. He leaned against the doorframe with his arms crossed and a serious expression. It seemed like he was going to speak seriously, for a change.

— 
“You know this doesn’t guarantee anything, right? Don’t get your hopes up too high.”



Fernando, who was taking the clothes out of the bags, didn’t look up.

	— 	“I don’t expect it to. But you were right that I needed an image change. I’m already making visits to companies to drop off my resume, and I needed to improve my appearance.”
	— 	Look, Fer. Nuria is a highly coveted trophy. I’m not just talking about students —continued Adrián, in a serious tone—. I’m talking about her parents’ friends, partners’ sons at the law firm, guys who drive BMWs and have a position reserved at the firm before they even finish their degree.




Fernando stopped folding the shirt he had in his hands. He wasn’t naive; he knew Nuria moved in a world very different from his own. But hearing Adrián say it like that, so bluntly, made him feel a pang in his stomach.

— 
You’re going to have a lot of competition —Adrián finished, watching him closely. – and that’s… assuming she likes you.



Fernando took a deep breath and held his gaze.

— It’s not about competing.



Adrián let out a brief laugh without humor.

— 
If you really like her, you’d better understand that it is. Because in her world, everything is a competition.



Fernando didn’t respond. He didn’t want to believe that everything came down to that.  But as he hung his new clothes in the closet, a bitter doubt settled in his mind.

Fernando spent the rest of the weekend immersed in his notes and exercises. He locked himself in his room with almost obsessive discipline, trying to convince himself that all of it —the new clothes, the haircut, Adrián’s words— didn’t matter. But he couldn’t completely fool himself.

He only came out for meals, and even then he did it quickly, with no desire to talk. Adrián and Miguel noticed his absence, but didn’t push too much. Everyone was in their own world, but exams were approaching and they saw it as normal.

On Sunday night, he had trouble sleeping. He kept telling himself that everything would stay the same, that it was just another Monday… but his heart knew it wasn’t true. Every second without her felt like an eternity.

He woke up before his alarm went off. He mentally reviewed his day, checked his backpack, made sure everything was in order. And then he got dressed. The new Levi’s, the perfectly ironed light blue shirt, the gleaming loafers.

When he left home, the fresh morning air helped calm him down, but his pulse quickened again as soon as he saw the bus approaching.

He got on and sat in his usual spot by the window. His heart was pounding.

When the bus stopped at Nuria’s stop, he felt his heart stop too. He tried to appear as indifferent as possible, so he looked casually out the window toward the street.

Nuria got on. And, just as she had promised, she looked for him. It wasn’t a casual glance. Her eyes scanned the seats with purpose until they finally settled on him.

For an instant, Fernando felt panic grip his stomach. What if he didn’t know what to say to her? Suddenly he felt his mind go blank. But then she smiled. An open, genuine smile. And before he could react, she approached and sat down beside him.

— 
Good morning. —Her voice had a soft but cheerful tone, as if she was truly happy to see him.



Fernando swallowed and responded with the best naturalness he could muster.

— Hi Nuria. Good morning.



She looked at him with curiosity, with that light but analytical expression that people accustomed to observing and evaluating others had.

— You cut your hair.



Fernando let out a small laugh, uncomfortable but pleased.

— 
Yes. It was time. – he said with a gesture that downplayed the fact that he had cut it.



Nuria tilted her head, as if she were analyzing him in a new light.

— It suits you. It’s modern.



Fernando felt an unexpected warmth in his chest. The bus started moving, but for him, the world had just stopped at that precise moment.

On Wednesday, returning from university, they sat together again. It had been an exhausting day for Fernando, with dense classes and a practical that had left him with no desire to think. But seeing her get on the bus, all the fatigue dissipated.

Nuria dropped into the seat next to him with a sigh and placed her bag on her lap.

— Do you have a calculator on you?



Fernando arched an eyebrow, amused.

	— 	Always or right now?
	— 	Always. Well, no. Right now – she laughed at the wordplay they had created.




He smiled, opened his backpack and rummaged for a moment before pulling out his scientific calculator. He handed it to her with a solemn gesture.

— Here you go.



Nuria took it with an expression somewhere between curious and cautious, as if she’d been given an extraterrestrial artifact. She turned it over in her hands, examining the buttons with distrust.

— 
My goodness... —she murmured—. How do you even turn this on?



Fernando suppressed a laugh.

	— 	The “ON” button usually works.
	— 	“On”? —she repeated, exaggerating her surprise—. Where is it? All I see are keys with numbers and weird things.
	— 	Top left. This is a scientific calculator. It allows complex calculations. It even draws graphs. This type of calculator makes it easy to perform all kinds of mathematical operations, even statistical operations. Plus, it’s programmable: it’s a calculator that lets you program your own formulas.




Nuria pressed the button and the screen lit up. She opened her eyes as if he had performed magic.

	— 	It works!
	— 	Amazing. —Fernando put on a look of astonishment—. You’ve done it.




She gave him a light nudge in the arm.

	— 	Don’t laugh at me. This looks like a high-tech computer. It’s nothing but buttons. And I only need to do one addition and one division. If I’d known you were going to pull this out, I would have used the one on my iPhone. These machines hate me.
	— 	That’s not true. They’re just waiting for you to use them properly.




Nuria made a face while randomly pressing some buttons.

	— 	Okay... how do I do an addition?
	— 	Seriously?
	— 	I’m just asking! —she protested, amused—. Maybe there’s some ritual involved, I don’t know... sacrificing a mathematician or something.




Fernando laughed.

— 
You just have to type the numbers and press “+”.



Nuria tried it and the calculator returned a correct result.

	— 	“How wonderful! And here I was complicating my life using my fingers.”
	— 	“If you ever need to do an integral, let me know.”
	— 	“I don’t even know what that is, but it sounds like something I’d rather avoid.”




Fernando looked at her with a mixture of amusement and tenderness. He was surprised at how easy it was to talk to her, how she could turn something as trivial as a calculator into a reason to laugh. She returned the calculator with a smile.

— 
“Thank you, engineer. Now I know that if I ever get lost in a world full of numbers, I’ll call you to rescue me.”



Fernando put the calculator back in his backpack, but he couldn’t stop smiling the entire way back. When the bus stopped at Nuria’s stop, Fernando felt an irrational impulse, something burning inside him that he couldn’t ignore.

Before she got up from her seat, he gathered his courage.

— “Hey... would you mind if I walked with you?”



Nuria looked at him with a mixture of surprise and amusement. She didn’t take even a second to respond.

— “I’d be delighted. Let’s go.”



They got off the bus together and began to walk slowly. Evening was falling over the city, bathing the streets in orange hues. The air was cool but pleasant, and the sound of their footsteps on the sidewalk mingled with the distant murmur of traffic.

Nuria walked naturally, with that confident air she always had, as if the whole world belonged to her. Occasionally she would glance at him sideways, as if silently evaluating him.

After a few minutes, she broke the silence with a question that caught him off guard.

— 
“And what do you want to do when you finish your degree, Fernando?”



He felt a knot in his stomach. It wasn’t a complicated question, but coming from her, it made everything different.

	— 	“Should I give you the long answer or the short one?”
	— 	“Stop playing with words,” she laughed. “Just answer the question. It’s not that complicated.”
	— 	“Well. My degree has tons of career paths, since it combines knowledge of engineering, business management, and process optimization. Some of the main professional paths are: Industry and production, logistics, supply chains... But really, there are even opportunities in human resources, maintenance, quality control... The range is almost infinite. It allows you to work in countless sectors like automotive, aeronautics, energy, food, pharmaceuticals, construction, and technology.”
	— 	“Okay, okay,” she cut him off, smiling at the amount of information he started pouring out. “But what do you want to do most?”
	— 	“Here the answer will be briefer. There’s a small difference between what I think I should do and what I’d like to do. It’s similar, but not exactly the same.”
	— 	“And?” she asked impatiently.
	— 	“Well, what I think I should do is production management in a major industry. Organization, improvement and control of production processes,” he answered with a smile. “But what I’d really like to do is optimization for a small or medium-sized business. Improving efficiency in a startup. That’s what I’d really like to do. A challenge from scratch.”
	— 	And why do you think you should do the other thing?
	— 	Because I’ll have a much better life. I’ll be better paid and work fewer hours in a more secure and controlled environment.
	— 	Don’t you like taking risks? – she asked with ulterior motives.
	— 	I love certain kinds of risks. But I have the conviction that a job is a means to live. And you have to choose very carefully. A bad choice could affect the rest of your life.




She nodded and gently kicked a small stone on the sidewalk. She remained thoughtful for a moment.

— 
What about you? —he asked, with genuine curiosity—. What do you want to do when you finish?



Nuria let out a sigh, as if she had been expecting the question and at the same time didn’t feel like answering it at all.

	— 	Well… my father has a law firm, and I’m supposed to work there someday.
	— 	“Supposed to”?




She gave him a sidelong glance, as if gauging how much to say. Then she decided to speak frankly.

	— 	The firm mainly deals with labor law and business consulting. Lawsuits about dismissals, contracts, collective agreements… All that stuff.
	— 	And do you like it?




Nuria let out a short laugh, without joy.

— I don’t want to do it in the slightest.



Fernando observed her carefully. It was the first time he had seen her express genuine doubt about her future.

	— 	Then why are you studying law?
	— 	Because… —she paused— because it was what was expected. - She shrugged, but her smile had faded a little. —At home, no other option was ever considered. My father is a lawyer, my mother was one too before she gave it up to focus on the family. They always assumed I would follow the same path.




Fernando nodded, not quite sure how to respond. He had never felt that his path was decided by anyone other than himself.

— 
Is there any area of law that does interest you? —he asked cautiously.



Nuria thought for a moment and then smiled slightly.

	— 	The only law I like is criminal law.
	— 	Why?
	— 	“Because it’s the only one that seems truly interesting to me. Real cases, crimes, trials where there’s more at stake than just money. I couldn’t bear spending my life drafting contracts or arguing about compensation payments.”




Fernando noticed a small spark in her eyes as she spoke. It was the first time he had seen her talk about something with genuine emotion.

— 
“Why don’t you specialize in criminal law, then?”



Nuria lowered her gaze for a moment.

— 
“Because my family doesn’t approve of it. They say it’s a dirty, difficult world where you have to deal with criminals and dangerous people... Besides, my father’s firm doesn’t handle that kind of work.”



Fernando frowned.

— “And what do you think?”



She remained silent for a few seconds. When she looked at him again, her expression was strangely vulnerable.

— “I don’t know.”



It was the first time Fernando felt she was truly accessible. Not as the perfect girl he watched from a distance on the bus, but as someone with doubts, contradictions, and uncertain paths.

— “Well... you still have time to decide.”



She gave a soft smile and nodded.

— “Not that much. I’m supposed to finish this year.”



Fernando remained silent for a moment, considering his words. He felt he needed to say something more, that he couldn’t leave the conversation there. Nuria wasn’t just the unattainable girl from the bus, the beauty from the Law department; she was someone with doubts and insecurities, like anyone else, and he liked that because it made her more real.

He took a deep breath and spoke, not like someone trying to impress, but like someone who firmly believes in what he’s saying.

	— 	“You know, I’ve always thought there are two ways to look at work. One is passion, doing something that truly motivates you, that makes you feel alive. The other is stability, something that gives you security, that allows you to live peacefully. The challenge is finding the balance between the two.”




Nuria looked at him attentively. She didn’t interrupt him, letting him continue.

	— 	“Passion is overrated when people think they can live on that alone. Many people blindly chase their dreams and end up frustrated, because the reality is that living solely on what you’re passionate about isn’t always possible. You have to be realistic. But on the other hand, if you only seek stability and security, you become empty, someone who spends more than half their life doing something simply to survive.”




She raised an eyebrow, intrigued.

— “So what do you think is the solution then?”



Fernando smiled slightly.

	— 	“Balance. Doing something you like enough not to feel consumed by it, but that also gives you stability. Not everything has to be a perfect dream or an eight-to-seven prison. The ideal is to find a middle ground, where you don’t hate what you do, but you’re also not obsessed with finding perfection.”




Nuria nodded slowly, processing his words.

— 
“I suppose the problem is that I still don’t know what I like enough not to burn out, but that at the same time offers a secure path.”



Fernando gave her an understanding look.

— 
“That’s normal. Most people aren’t sure. But what matters is that you think for yourself and not just based on what others expect from you.”



Nuria sighed and gave him a smile that, for the first time in the entire conversation, had no trace of irony or flirtation.

— 
“You’re right. I guess I’ve never really allowed myself to decide.”



Fernando felt this moment was special. They had crossed an invisible line, forming a connection that went beyond appearances, beyond the simple game of attraction.

— 
“Take your time,” he told her calmly. “In the end, we always find our way, even if we take a few detours along the way.”



Nuria looked at him a second longer, as if trying to figure him out.

— “I like how you think, Fernando.”



He lowered his gaze, uncomfortable but satisfied. He didn’t need anything more.

— “Would you like to get a drink?”



Fernando went blank for a second when he heard the invitation. He never would have expected her to take the initiative. For a moment, he wondered if he had heard correctly.

— 
“Now?” he asked, trying not to let his surprise show too much.



Nuria smiled with amusement.

— 
“Yes, now. Unless you have something better to do.”



Fernando shook his head immediately.

— “No, of course not. Let’s go.”



They walked to a nearby café, a discreet place with dim lighting and a quiet atmosphere. They sat at a table by the window and ordered two beers.

Nuria rested her elbows on the table and looked at him curiously.

— “Tell me, Fernando, are you always so serious?”



He frowned, unsure if she was teasing him or showing genuine interest.

	— 	“Serious? I’m not serious.”
	— 	“Yes. I don’t know, you have that air of a responsible person, with everything under control. I bet you’re the type who plans their week in advance.”




Fernando let out a slight laugh.

	— 	“Well, studying organizational engineering and being a mess don’t usually go hand in hand.”
	— 	“I knew it.” She took a sip of her beer, with a satisfied smile. “It shows.”
	— 	“And you? Are you a mess or do you have everything under control?”




Nuria made a face.

	— 	“It depends on the area. Academically, I put in the effort, even though I’m not passionate about it. For everything else... I guess I let things flow.”
	— 	“Flow without direction?”
	— 	“No, flow with some intention. Just enough not to feel trapped.”




Fernando observed her with interest. He was fascinated by how easily she talked about herself, with that mixture of confidence and lightness.

After a brief silence, he dared to ask her:

— “Are you doing anything this weekend?”



Nuria slightly twisted her expression, as if she didn’t like the answer she had to give him.

— 
I already have plans for Friday and Saturday evening.



Fernando tried not to let his disappointment show on his face.

— Oh...



She looked at him intently and, after a pause, added:

	— 	I’m sorry. They’re unavoidable commitments.
	— 	Commitments?
	— 	Yes. Nothing that excites me too much, but I have to be there. I’ve already committed.




Fernando played with the foam of his beer with his finger, without pressing further. He didn’t want to seem intrusive, but he couldn’t help feeling slightly uncomfortable at the idea that these “commitments” might include someone else.

— And Sunday I have to study,



Fernando nodded, not knowing what else to say.

Nuria looked at him for a moment, as if analyzing his reaction. Then, with a half-smile, she said:

— 
But if you want, we could meet tomorrow after studying and spend some time together.



Fernando looked up, surprised.

	— 	Really?
	— 	Yes. But late, around nine.




He smiled.

	— 	That’s when I finish a private physics lesson.
	— 	Private lesson?
	— 	Yes, I teach math and physics.
	— 	So besides being responsible, you’re also a teacher?
	— 	Well, it’s a way to make ends meet without bleeding my parents dry. They’re making a huge effort to pay for my degree.




Nuria drummed her fingers on the table.

	— 	Mmm... I like the idea.
	— 	What idea?
	— 	Meeting someone at nine on a Monday who just finished teaching a physics class. Sounds intellectual.




Fernando laughed.

	— 	I don’t know about intellectual... I might arrive with my head in a mess. They’re two brothers, each lazier than the other... There’s no way to get physics into their heads.
	— 	“Then I’ll buy you a beer to clear your head.”




Fernando looked at her, still trying to process what was happening. Was he really planning to see her again? Did she actually want to?

Nuria noticed his expression and leaned slightly toward him.

	— 	“Don’t make that face, Fernando. If it makes you uncomfortable, we can cancel.”
	— 	“No, not at all,” he hastened to say. “Quite the opposite. I like the idea.”




She smiled, satisfied.

— “Perfect. Then it’s a plan.”



Fernando couldn’t believe it. He had gone from silently admiring her on the bus to sharing a beer with her, and now they had a date or something like it...

He had no idea what would happen next, but for the first time in a long time, the future seemed exciting. He hesitated for a few moments, but he didn’t want to let this moment pass. Being impulsive wasn’t his style, but if he didn’t do it now, he might never have the chance again.

— 
“Can I have your phone number?” he asked, with some caution.



Nuria looked at him for a second, with that enigmatic expression that confused him. She didn’t seem surprised or uncomfortable.

— 
“Of course,” she responded naturally. She took her phone from her purse and, with a few quick movements, gave him a missed call.



Fernando saved it carefully, feeling a strange flutter in his stomach.

	— 	“Just so you know,” she added, resting her elbow on the table, “I almost always have it on silent. So if you call me, I probably won’t pick up.”
	— 	“Then?”
	— 	“Use WhatsApp. I check it more easily.”




Fernando nodded, unable to stop smiling. That small indication gave him some reassurance. It wasn’t a rejection disguised as courtesy, but a sign that she really wanted to stay in touch with him.

Nuria took a sip of her beer and looked at him attentively.

	— 	“You know, what you’re doing is really admirable.”
	— 	“Admirable?”
	— 	“Yes. Giving private lessons to help your parents. Not everyone would do something like that.”




Fernando shrugged, downplaying it.

	— 	“They do much more for me. The least I can do is try to lighten their load.”
	— 	“Fortunately, I don’t need to do that,” Nuria said honestly. “Not because I’m swimming in money, but my parents cover everything without a problem. At least all the academic stuff and basic necessities.”




Fernando nodded. He had assumed as much. Nuria exuded that confidence of someone who never had to worry too much about making ends meet.

— 
“Where are you from, by the way?” she asked, with curiosity.



Fernando took a sip of his beer before answering. It was a key moment in the conversation. He knew that what he was about to say could be a turning point in Nuria’s opinion of him, but he didn’t want to lie to her and he wasn’t ashamed of his parents. They were wonderful and hardworking. They had given him everything. If this went south because of that reason, then it wasn’t worth it.

	— 	“From Santa Comba, a town in Coruña.”
	— 	“Oh, yes. Sounds familiar. Is it near Santiago?”
	— 	“Yes. Between Santiago and Carballo.”
	— 	“And what’s it like?”




He smiled with a certain nostalgia.

	— 	“Small. Very different from Vigo, though I like it. It’s a quiet place, with hardworking people. My father has a small renovation and construction company and my mother works as a cashier in a supermarket. They’ve always been there, fighting the good fight.”




Nuria rested her chin on her hand, listening to him attentively.

— “And did you always want to leave?”



Fernando pondered the answer.

	— 	“Yes and no. I knew that to study what I wanted, I had to leave. But sometimes I miss it. Especially the slower pace, the feeling of knowing everyone. In Vigo everything moves faster. My parents don’t like coming here at all. The traffic stresses them out, the people... Everything is more relaxed there.”
	— 	“But here you have more opportunities.”
	— 	“That’s for sure.”




There was a brief silence, during which Fernando felt that, for the first time, she was looking at him beyond the surface. Not as a simple conversation partner, but as someone with a story, with roots, with dreams. He felt the air becoming lighter. The conversation flowed naturally. He had forgotten about his awkwardness, his initial nervousness. Nuria wasn’t just physically impressive, she was also easy to talk to, even though she had a way of being that sometimes intimidated. And the most incredible thing of all: she seemed genuinely interested in getting to know him.

	— 	“Well, Fernando. It’s getting late. Tomorrow we’ll meet here around nine.”
	— 	“Better make it nine-fifteen, so you don’t have to wait for me.”




They said goodbye with another gentle kiss, which to Fernando seemed to last a second longer than the one from the previous Friday. Again, he sought her lips, not wanting to seem too obvious.

As soon as he got home, he disconnected his phone. He had to try to make the most of every second of study since lately he was taking more free time than he should. Studying was a shitty job. He was trying to study. He couldn’t concentrate after having met her. If this continued, his grades would surely suffer, but he couldn’t help it. He couldn’t stop thinking about Nuria and the time they had spent together.

He was sitting at his desk with books spread out in front of him. His laptop, videos of exercises he needed to work through, and a strange sensation that what he had learned wasn’t reaching his brain. At some point, the content was getting lost in the fog of his emotions. He was angry with himself, angry with the entire world, but at the same time, he was happier than he’d ever been in his life. Time with Nuria was like an instant, but afterward, it wouldn’t let him go. He had assumed he would never have the slightest chance with a girl like her, and yet, it was clear she had made it easy for them to meet up. It would have been so simple for her not to stop for a beer, to put off their date, or simply be distant with him. But no. She had been charming, and seemed genuinely interested in getting to know him better.

He was aware that nothing was more physical than a first infatuation. It was the first time he had felt it. Something that had awakened inside him. Normally these feelings were associated with adolescence, but he was feeling them at twenty-one with full intensity. And it hurt. It had physical effects. Anxiety, rapid heartbeat, and above all, the inability to concentrate. He wanted to spend every second with her, needed to know if she felt something similar, or if she was just being nice to him. The wait until the next morning was going to feel eternal, not to mention their date for drinks that night.

Fernando hadn’t seen it coming. There was no moment of revelation or cinematic flash. Simply, at some point in the conversation, he realized he was lost. It was a subtle but persistent vertigo. His heart was pumping with a different intensity, not accelerated by anxiety, but with a deeper, denser rhythm. He couldn’t stop looking at her. Every time she smiled, he felt a kind of warmth in his chest, as if something inside him had ignited and was now impossible to extinguish.

His body was also giving him away. The muscles in his back were tense, as if his own posture was trying to contain something bigger than himself. The skin on his hands, resting on the table, tingled with the need for contact he didn’t dare seek.

His mind oscillated between euphoria and fear. Euphoria, because he was there, sharing that moment with her, feeling special. Fear, because he couldn’t control what she would feel, and that terrified him.

Thoughts came and went without order. “What did this mean? Was it too soon to call it love?” But at the same time, his instinct knew. It was love, or something too similar. And with that certainty came the uneasiness. The fear of rejection, the doubt about whether for her this was just another conversation, the awareness that the distance between their worlds still existed.

For the first time in a long time, Fernando felt that the future wasn’t a straight line, but an unknown map, full of paths he hadn’t anticipated. And at the center of it all was Nuria.
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The bar was more crowded than usual, but Fernando saw her as soon as he entered. Nuria was at a table by the window, distracted with her phone, turning her glass between her hands.

He arrived with his pulse racing, still feeling the adrenaline from the tutoring session and his rush to the bar. He had hurried so as not to keep her waiting, and now, seeing her, he felt that strange knot in his stomach.

— 
“Have you been waiting long?” he asked as he sat down across from her.



Nuria looked up and smiled slightly.

	— 	“No, don’t worry. How was the class?”
	— 	“Good. The kids are smart, but lazy. Like most of them.”




She laughed softly and gestured to the waiter.

— “A draft beer for him,” she ordered without asking.



Fernando was surprised. He liked that she knew what he drank, that she had noticed something so simple.

— 
“Looking forward to the holidays?” she asked, returning to her glass.



Fernando nodded, though he didn’t say anything more. He didn’t feel like explaining that in June he would have to return to Santa Comba, that his apartment lease was ending and he couldn’t afford to stay in Vigo all summer.

	— 	“Sometimes I feel like the semesters fly by,” Nuria continued. “At first it seems like there’s ages to go, but suddenly it’s May and we barely notice.”
	— 	“Yes, it goes by quickly,” he replied, before taking a long drink of his freshly served beer.




There was a brief, comfortable silence. It was becoming easier to be with her, to talk without forcing things.

— 
“If it were up to me,” she added, “I’d stay in Vigo for the summer. But my parents insist that we spend July and August in Sanxenxo.”



Fernando raised an eyebrow.

	— 	“Sanxenxo?”
	— 	“Yes. The typical family plan. We have a house there. But it’s always the same. The same beach, the same dinners with the same people as always. And a place that’s too crowded. In summer it becomes impossible.”
	— 	“And you don’t like it?”
	— 	“I mean, it’s fine. But sometimes I feel like my life is too predictable. Always the same places, the same people…”




Fernando smiled.

	— 	“I didn’t imagine you as such a nonconformist.”
	— 	“Why not?”
	— 	“I don’t know. You seem… sure of everything. As if you knew exactly who you are and what you want.”




Nuria looked at him with interest.

	— 	“Is that what you think?”
	— 	“That’s what you project.”




She took a sip of her beer before responding.

— 
“Well, it’s not always like that,” she admitted. “Sometimes I feel like I’m stepping into a life that others have decided for me.”



Fernando felt an echo of recognition in those words. He too had grown up with the certainty that his path was marked out, but for very different reasons.

	— 	“I understand,” he finally said. “But in the end, there’s always room to decide.”
	— 	“Is there?”
	— 	“Yes. We can’t choose everything, but we can choose enough to make it worthwhile.”




Nuria looked at him silently for a moment, as if analyzing his words.

	— 	“You surprise me sometimes, you know?”
	— 	“In a good way or a bad way?”
	— 	“In a good way,” she said, looking directly at him.




Fernando felt a strange warmth in his chest. Not just because of what she had said, but because of the way she had said it. The distance between them was shrinking. The chemistry that Fernando perceived was growing with each date, with each conversation.

After the beer, they went out for a walk. The night air was fresh, but Fernando barely noticed it. They walked together, unhurried, with that inertia that forms when neither wants the moment to end.

— 
“It’s a shame we can’t see each other this weekend,” he said, trying to sound casual.



She lowered her gaze slightly before responding.

	— 	“Yes... I regret it too.”
	— 	“Who are you meeting?”




She remained silent for a moment. Then she smiled slightly, but her smile had something evasive about it.

— “Just people. Commitments.”



Fernando felt a slight knot in his stomach. It wasn’t the first time she had avoided giving him details.

	— 	“Unavoidable commitments?”
	— 	“Something like that.”




He didn’t push it. He knew he had no right to demand explanations. But the feeling that something was escaping him wouldn’t go away.

They reached the gate that led to Nuria’s house. She turned toward him, hands in the pockets of her jeans.

— “Well, thanks for walking me home again.”



Fernando didn’t respond immediately. He was too focused on the way the dim light from the streetlamps illuminated her face, on how her lips seemed both close and unreachable.

The desire became unbearable.

— “Nuria...”



She looked at him with those eyes that always seemed to challenge him to take one more step.

Fernando didn’t think. He leaned toward her, gently, giving her the opportunity to pull away if she wanted.

But she didn’t pull away.

When their lips met, time seemed to fragment. The first contact was hesitant, but only for a second. Because suddenly, Nuria returned the kiss with intensity, with contained hunger.

Fernando felt the warmth of her mouth, the slight brush of her breath mingling with his. His heart pounded hard against his chest when he felt her fingers on the nape of his neck, drawing him closer. It was real. It wasn’t a dream or a fantasy. His skin tingled when their bodies barely touched. A strange vertigo ran down his spine, an absolute certainty that he wanted more, that he would always want more.

But it was she who, gently, separated her lips first. She didn’t pull away completely. She remained so close that he could feel her breathing.

— “Good night, Fernando,” she whispered.



He looked at her, still breathless.

— “Good night.”



She turned and entered the building. She didn’t look back.

Fernando stood there, on the sidewalk, with his head on fire and the absolute certainty that there was no turning back.
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The weekend felt eternal. He decided to give his studies a good push. Saturday morning, Fernando sat at his desk with a strong coffee. He had decided to make the most of his time and advance in his subjects. On the whiteboard hanging on the wall was a list of equations and pending problems.

He tried to concentrate, but his mind constantly returned to the kiss from the day before. The way Nuria had responded, her broken breathing, the warmth of her skin.

He took a deep breath, trying to get her out of his mind. The equations and process optimization were a safe refuge. He immersed himself in them for hours, scribbling formulas in his notebook, until his stomach growled, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten anything.

After studying for four hours, he decided to use the break he was imposing on himself to go down to the supermarket. He went down with a mental list of the basics that they either lacked or were starting to run low on: rice, pasta, eggs, some meat. Not a single indulgence. He knew exactly how much he could spend, and this month he was exceeding his budget.

While putting things in the basket, his phone vibrated in his pocket. He took it out with his heart racing, with the absurd hope of seeing Nuria's name on the screen. But it was just a message from Miguel telling him not to bring milk, that he had bought it himself.

He sighed and continued with the shopping.

Back at the apartment, the warm afternoon air and the movement of people on the street made him feel strangely detached from everything. As if he were trapped in some kind of parenthesis, waiting for the weekend to pass so he could see her again.

In the afternoon, another four hours of studying, and one to rest. He began doing exercises on the floor. Push-ups and sit-ups. Since meeting Nuria, he had abandoned his physical workout sessions. She absorbed a significant part of his scarce free time, and the first thing he had given up was his training routine.

With his body still protesting from the effort, he went back to focusing on his studies until dinner time. He prepared some grilled chicken breasts accompanied by a small tomato and lettuce salad, and sat at the small round table with the television turned off. The day had passed almost without him noticing. Concentrating on his studies generated a disconnection from the world around him, and the hours passed without him realizing it.

After clearing the table and washing the dishes and the pan, he hesitated whether to return to his room or go for a walk to clear his head. He had no plans, and saw nothing but series on his tablet. He was still looking for the episode of the series that had recently been recommended to him when he heard the apartment door open. He heard Adrián's whispering voice:

	— 	“Don’t make noise, the engineer is studying,” his roommate mocked, with that carefree tone he always used.
	— 	“Oh come on...” replied a female voice, dragging the words with a sensual laugh.




Fernando rolled his eyes, greeted them, and continued searching on his tablet. It was the dark-haired girl from the Audi, the same one who had dropped Adrián off at the entrance the night of the party. A really beautiful girl.

Seeing the turn the night was taking, he opted to lock himself in his room, determined to ignore them, but not even five minutes passed before the moans started. First soft, then more intense.

He put on his headphones and turned up the volume of the series, but the laughter and gasps on the other side of the wall kept filtering through. He closed his eyes, frustrated. It wasn’t just the noise that bothered him. It was the feeling of emptiness that settled in his chest. The certainty that he had never been in a situation like that. And above all, the growing anxiety of not knowing what Nuria was doing at that moment.

The next day, when the clock marked six in the morning, Fernando got out of bed with a feeling of heaviness in his body. He had slept poorly, restless, tossing and turning between thoughts that wouldn’t leave him in peace. He put on his running pants, an old t-shirt, and went out to the street before it was fully dawn. He hadn’t run for weeks and he noticed it as soon as he started jogging.

The first few minutes were uncomfortable. Heavy legs, irregular breathing, a slight stitch in his side. But he pushed on, trying to force the pace a little more than what was comfortable for him.

He crossed deserted streets, where only his footsteps and the distant sound of a garbage truck could be heard. The cold morning air burned his lungs, but he welcomed the sensation.

As he progressed, his body began to remember the rhythm. The pain gave way to a kind of mechanical inertia, a constant flow that disconnected him from everything else. He ran without a fixed route, until the smell of salt and humidity indicated that he was near the port.

When he arrived, completely exhausted, he leaned on a metal railing to catch his breath and perform the obligatory stretches. Now it was time to go back, and almost the entire return journey was uphill. He always took a few minutes to catch his breath, lower his heart rate, and start the way back.

He noticed that the sea was calm. The lights from the boats and cranes reflected on the dark water. Finally, his mind was blank. For an hour he had forgotten about Nuria, about his studies, and about what would happen after the weekend. There was only him, his labored breathing, and the metallic taste of exertion in his mouth.

The return home from the port was tremendously demanding, and Fernando felt that his physical decline was evident. He almost had to stop halfway to regulate his racing heart rate, but reducing his pace was enough to make it home. Inside the apartment, silence prevailed. It was eight in the morning, and no one had gotten up yet. Fernando took a restorative shower. He came out of the bathroom drying his hair with a towel. Steam still floated in the air and his skin burned from the hot shower.

He was barefoot, with another towel tied around his waist, when he suddenly stopped dead in his tracks. In the hallway, leaning against the frame of Adrián’s door, was the dark-haired girl.

She was wearing only a t-shirt that, by its appearance, belonged to Adrián. The sleeves were too long for her, but the garment was short enough to expose her slender legs. Not only was her hair dark. Her skin had a tan tone that he couldn’t achieve even in the middle of summer. Her hair was tousled and her lips swollen, still with traces of red lipstick. The eye makeup was also smudged, but it was evident that she was a beauty. Despite the ravages that the night with Adrián had caused her, an imposing presence was noticeable. She was completely different from Nuria. A less subtle beauty. Completely different, but undoubtedly beautiful.

Fernando blinked, surprised. He hadn’t expected to find anyone at this hour, much less to find himself facing her covered only with a towel around his waist.

The girl looked him up and down, with a lazy and mischievous smile.

— 
“Well… I didn’t know there was another early riser in this house.”



Fernando cleared his throat, uncomfortable.

— 
“Yeah… I went out for a run. I just got back and was taking a shower.”



She took a step toward him, barefoot, moving with a confidence that threw him off balance.

— 
“It shows that you work out,” she said, not taking her eyes off his bare chest. Her dark, bright eyes traced every detail of his skin.



Fernando felt the urge to adjust his towel better, but didn’t want to look ridiculous.

— “Are you up early too?”



She let out a soft laugh, as if amused by his attempt to keep the conversation on neutral ground.

	— 	“Let’s just say Adrián is an intense guy. I needed some air.” - She took out a cigarette and lit it. - “Want one?”
	— 	“No. Thanks. I don’t smoke.”
	— 	“Good for you. Healthy boy.”




Fernando didn’t know what else to say. He stood there in front of her feeling like he was looking foolish.

She tilted her head, still with that amused half-smile.

— 
“Don’t worry, I won’t bite you… Unless you ask me to.”



Her words came out almost as a whisper. Fernando felt a twinge of nervousness. He wasn’t used to these kinds of games.

— 
“Uh… Well…” he mumbled, uncomfortable, and pointed to his room, “I’m going to get dressed.”



She laughed again and turned slowly toward the kitchen.

	— 	“That’s a shame,” she said, giving him one last look over her shoulder. “You look good in a towel. You should make more of that look. By the way, I’m Andrea.”
	— 	“I’m Fernando.”
	— 	“I know.” – she said stretching. As she did so, her t-shirt rode up allowing him to see that she wasn’t wearing underwear.




Fernando retreated to his room before his face could betray how much that situation had disconcerted him. When he confirmed she was in the bathroom, he came out and made himself a coffee, then locked himself back in his room to concentrate on studying.

He checked his phone, futilely looking for a message from Nuria. A feeling of anguish invaded him as he imagined a thousand possible situations that made him die of jealousy.

He tried to study, but found it hard to concentrate on what he was doing. If he continued like this, his grades would surely suffer. But he couldn’t help it. He couldn’t stop thinking about Nuria and the time they had spent together.

He sat down again at his desk with books spread out in front of him, and his tablet on “pause” with a half-finished exercise. He had been concentrating for hours, but had the feeling that everything he had learned wasn’t reaching his brain. At some point, the content was getting lost in the fog of his emotions. He was angry with himself, angry with the whole world.

A thousand doubts assailed him. For some moments, he tortured himself with thoughts that hurt him. It was clear that she had plans that he wasn’t part of, but it bothered him that she hadn’t sent him even a message. It was as if these plans excluded him completely. Otherwise, she would have contacted him. Or she would have called him, asked how he was. That’s what you do when you’re interested in the other person. But she hadn’t given the slightest sign of life all weekend. Not a sound, not a line, not a message!

While he was torturing himself with these thoughts, the doorbell rang. It was probably a package delivery service. His roommates weren't there, and he didn't know if they had ordered anything, but it wasn't normal for anyone to ring the doorbell on a Sunday afternoon. He got up from his chair lazily. He noticed the clothes he was wearing and decided he couldn't open the door dressed like that.

“Just a moment!” he shouted from the hallway.

He put on another shirt without holes. He went to the door and opened it. But instead of a messenger or a neighbor, it was Nuria who was there. He couldn't believe his eyes. The doorbell was still echoing in his head when he opened the door and found her standing there, breathing heavily with bright eyes.

	— 	“Hi Fernando. I need to talk to you. Can I come in?” – her expression was serious and he immediately tensed up.
	— 	“Of course.” – he said, stepping aside to let her in – “What’s going on, Nuria?”




He felt completely caught off guard. Nuria seemed upset. She was serious. Fernando froze.

He didn't have time to say anything. She suddenly moved closer and kissed him. A deep, hungry kiss, without hesitation. Fernando felt her body pressing against his, the scent of her perfume mixed with her warm breath. When they separated, he looked at her, astonished.

Nuria grabbed his hand and whispered:

— “Take me to your room.”



Fernando hesitated for only a second, but then nodded.

	— 	“How did you know my address?” – he asked, visibly confused.
	— 	“You share an apartment with Adrián. And I knew where he lived. It’s not that complicated...” – she answered seriously.




He closed the door and guided her down the hallway. His mind was racing, trying to understand what was happening. When they entered the bedroom, Nuria wasted no time.

She slipped out of her blazer, let her purse drop to the floor, and began unbuttoning her blouse, fixing her gaze on his with an intensity that hypnotized him. She was very dressed up, in a black suit, an ivory silk blouse, and high heels that made her taller than him. He had never seen her dressed like this before. In fact, he hadn't even imagined she might have that type of clothing.

Fernando swallowed hard.

— 
“Nuria...” —he began to say, but she silenced him with another kiss.



She pressed against him, her mouth warm, her hands moving over him urgently.

— 
“You’re the most authentic and reliable person I know,” she whispered against his lips. “And right now I just need to be with you.”



Fernando felt his heart flip. But instead of letting himself be carried away by the intensity of the moment, he slid his hands to her shoulders and gently separated her. Not with rejection. But with immense affection. He looked into her eyes, breathing deeply.

— “Nuria... wait.”



She looked at him, with parted lips and a shadow of uncertainty in her gaze. She closed her eyes and rested her forehead against his chest.

Fernando hugged her tightly, feeling how her breathing became more agitated. Her body was trembling slightly.

— 
“What’s wrong, Nuria? Tell me what’s happening,” he whispered.



It took her a few seconds to respond. When she did, her voice was barely a murmur.

— “I just... want to be with you.”



Fernando gently separated her, taking her face in both hands. He sought her gaze, but she avoided it for a moment before meeting his eyes.

— 
“Talk to me,” he insisted. “I don’t want this to be just...”



Nuria silenced him with another kiss. But this time it wasn't a desperate kiss. It was slow, tender. Charged with an intensity that he couldn't fully comprehend. When they separated, she placed her hand on his chest, right over his heart.

— Make love to me, Fernando.



Fernando felt a lump in his throat.

	— 	Nuria…
	— 	Please. I need to feel loved. And I know you love me.




Fernando swallowed hard. The intensity of her words pierced through him completely. He ran his fingers across her cheek, caressing her tenderly.

	— 	Yes —he confessed—. I’ve fallen in love with you. Two weeks have been enough for it to happen. I don’t even understand it myself, but my life has been turned upside down in such a way that I can’t be without you. This weekend has felt like hell to me…




She closed her eyes for a moment, as if those words were too much for her.

Fernando held her in his arms, his hands resting on her waist, feeling the warmth of her body through the thin fabric of her blouse. His dark eyes moved over her intensely, as if trying to engrave every detail of her face, every nuance of her expression.

	— 	I don’t want to ruin this, Nuria —he whispered, his voice breaking with emotion—. You’ve driven me crazy since the first time I saw you on the bus. You’re like a dream to me, but I don’t want you to be just that. I don’t want you to disappear.




She lowered her gaze, biting her lip, as if fighting against something inside herself.

	— 	Fernando… —she murmured—. You don’t know what you’re saying.
	— 	I know better than you think. —He gently lifted her chin, forcing her to look him in the eyes—. It hasn’t been just a crush, or a simple college infatuation. It’s been every conversation, every smile, every moment with you. I care about you. I don’t want a mistake to ruin everything.




Nuria took a deep breath, her eyes shining with a mixture of emotion and fear.

	— 	Don’t idealize me, Fernando. I’m not that perfect girl you think you see.
	— 	I’m not idealizing you —he responded firmly—. I see you. I see your doubts, your strength, the way you laugh when you forget about everything for a moment. I see how you bite your lip when you’re thinking about something you don’t want to say. You’re not perfect. And that’s why I like you even more.




She looked away, but he didn’t let her go.

— 
Why do I feel like you want to run away? —he asked her gently, caressing her cheek—. If something’s bothering you, tell me the truth.



Nuria closed her eyes for a moment and then exhaled slowly.

— Because maybe this shouldn’t be happening.



Fernando frowned.

— 
Why do you say that? Nuria, I don’t understand you. Please, tell me what’s wrong so I can try to understand.



She remained silent for a few seconds, as if searching for the right words.

	— 	Because… because this doesn’t fit into my life, Fernando. You’re good. Too good.
	— 	And that’s a problem? —he asked with a slight smile—. I thought that was a good thing.
	— 	It is. And that’s why it hurts more.




Fernando felt a slight shiver down his spine. Something in her tone froze his chest.

— I still don’t understand...



Nuria took his hands and pressed them against her face. She leaned toward him and kissed him tenderly, with a mixture of urgency and sadness.

— 
Don’t think, Fernando. Don’t analyze everything right now. Just... just stay with me and make love to me.



Fernando looked at her intently. He could have insisted. He could have demanded answers. But in that moment, all he saw was Nuria asking him for something without words, with a fragility she hadn’t shown him before. And he couldn’t refuse.

— 
I’m here, Nuria —he whispered against her lips—. I’m with you.



Nuria continued taking off her clothes. She removed her blouse, and Luis gazed at a white lace bra. Then, she unzipped her skirt and slowly slid it down. Panties matching her bra accentuated the curve of her hips.

She looked at him with a half-smile. Her eyes fixed on him with astonishing confidence. Fernando, on the other hand, didn’t know how to act. It was his first intimate moment with her, and he wasn’t quite sure what to do.

But she did know. She pushed him onto the bed and straddled him. She kissed him passionately. The kiss was wonderful. Their tongues performed a sensual and loving dance. Her blonde hair fell over Fernando’s chest, creating a tickling sensation that excited him. He pulled her closer and caressed her back, trying to savor every second.

But Nuria wanted more. She sat up and, reaching behind her back, unhooked her bra. Her perfect breasts appeared, freed from the fabric, soft and firm. She was now wearing only the small panties from her lingerie set. Nuria ran her red-painted nails across his chest. The sensation Fernando felt was wonderful, electric. His skin tingled under that gentle touch.

He also wanted to caress and feel her skin. Hastily, he brought his hands to those breasts crowned with large, dark nipples. He ran his fingertips dancing over them. The sensation was wonderful. His caresses were sensual and playful. He massaged her breasts with his knuckles, lingering on her nipples.

Nuria recognized the desire interwoven in her moans. They had never been so close, and she felt she could smell him... and that she wanted to taste him.

	— 	Nuria, I... I don’t think I have any condoms... - he said with some uncertainty, seeing the direction the situation was taking.
	— 	We don’t need them- she answered, kissing him again. —Don’t say anything else. —she whispered, pulling him toward her, pressing her breasts against his chest. Her eyes shone intensely.




And then he kissed her neck. She could feel his hot, hungry lips. Their desires were intense. They wanted each other. He wanted her. She was bold, feminine. He retrieved some kind of secret knowledge that had been buried within him, perhaps learned from some porn movie, and returned her kiss, moving his lips, his tongue darting out to taste the hot flavor of her skin.

Gradually, their gestures became more intense. He had turned wild. They were like madmen. It seemed he couldn’t get enough of her. His hands wandered everywhere, testing, feeling, squeezing, and all he could think about —when he was capable of thinking— was that he wanted her. He wanted her in every possible way. He wanted to devour her. He wanted to worship her. He wanted to lose himself inside her.

He whispered her name, moaned it against her mouth. And when she responded by whispering his name, he felt his hands moving of their own accord toward the small panties.

He traced down her throat with his lips, following the elegant curve of her collarbone, right where the tattoo marked her skin. He ran his tongue downward, savoring every inch of her, exploring the soft and salty sweetness.

She sat up again. She ran her hands down her body over the soft curves of her stomach, lowering them to the fine lace at her hips. Moving slowly but never stopping, she spread her legs wider.


	— 	“Do you want to see me?” - her tone revealed she could be someone else, unleashing another part of herself that Fernando had just discovered by surprise. In that moment, filled with need, desire, and hunger for him, she felt no shame whatsoever.




She kept her hands inside her panties, moved them to the sides and took them off. Fernando took the opportunity to finish undressing. He pulled his member out of his underwear and Nuria opened her eyes in surprise. She positioned herself on top of him again. With precision and without further preamble, she guided him inside. His penis filled her completely, she threw her head back, and opened her mouth moaning from the overwhelming orgasm that was approaching. Her movements accelerated and she moaned one last time with the arrival of climax.

Fernando couldn’t contain himself any longer and felt his semen shooting out, reaching the deepest part of her being. Their movements gradually slowed until they stopped completely, but without him withdrawing from inside her. For a moment they stayed like that, still and united as if they never wanted to separate.

Fernando lay in bed, with Nuria curled against his chest. The dim light coming through the window illuminated her naked skin, highlighting the curve of her back and the softness of her relaxed face. He observed her tattoo, and slid his fingers over it. He contemplated her in silence, with disbelief.

How had he gotten here? Just a few weeks ago, she was just a distant dream, an unattainable vision on the bus. And now he had her in his arms, naked, real, so incredibly beautiful that it made his chest ache.

— 
“I like your tattoo,” he said, breaking the silence they had fallen into. “Is it a Haiku?”



She looked at him surprised and smiling.

	— 	“Dude, do you know about everything?” she asked, surprised. “Yes. It’s a haiku. Do you like it?”
	— 	“Very much. I don’t usually like tattoos, but this one is beautiful. Mysterious. What does it mean?”
	— 	“It’s by Matsuo Basho. A very ancient Japanese poet. It means:”




“August moon.

The tide breaks through

the gateway.”

	— 	“And does that have a meaning for you?”
	— 	“Yes. It does. I’ll tell you about it someday…”




Another secret. Or at least that’s how he perceived it. Doubts were eating away at him. Something was happening to her. It wasn’t just the intensity of the moment or the passion with which she had kissed and touched him. It was something deeper. Something in the way she had sought him out, in the sadness hidden behind her desire. The silences and the secrets.

He wanted to ask her. Ask her why she had disappeared over the weekend, why that shadow in her gaze when she told him he was “too good.” But he was afraid. Afraid of pressuring her. Afraid of saying something inappropriate that would make her pull away. Afraid of losing her.

Nuria moved on top of him again, sliding smoothly until she was straddling his body. Her golden hair cascaded over her face. Fernando felt her light weight, her burning skin against his.

She smiled at him sweetly, but there was something indecipherable in her expression.

When he opened his mouth to speak, to tell her that he loved her, that she could trust him, she placed a finger on his lips.

— “Shhh…” she whispered.



Her voice was a murmur, but it contained a silent command.

Fernando swallowed and let himself be carried away. Nuria leaned her face and kissed him with exquisite slowness. She slid her lips over his, exploring him with a tenderness that contrasted with the passion from before. It was a sweet kiss, but there was a mute desperation in it. And then, in a whisper, she told him words that made him shiver.

— “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”



Fernando felt a lump in his throat.

— Nuria…



But she silenced him again with a kiss. She clung to him, moving with a sensuality that drove him crazy.

— 
“Don’t think, please,” she whispered in his ear. “Just make me yours again.”



And Fernando, caught between love, uncertainty, and desire, surrendered to her completely. Nuria caressed his face gently and whispered in his ear:

— “Relax. There’s no rush.”



Fernando took a deep breath, trying to contain the emotion that overwhelmed him. His body burned, his hands trembled as they traced Nuria’s naked skin, as if fearing that pressing too hard might make her vanish like a dream. She was there, beneath him, looking at him with intensity, with desire, but also with something more. Something he still couldn’t decipher.

His youthful passion betrayed him. He was inexperienced. And in his eagerness to feel her, to make her his again, he moved clumsily, with the overflowing impetuosity of someone who has barely begun to know a woman’s body.

She noticed. And with infinite tenderness, she stopped him. She took his face in her hands and softly kissed his forehead. Then she moved down to his lips, brushing them slowly, prolonging the kiss until he felt time dissolving around him.

— 
“Don’t rush, Fer...” she whispered against his mouth. “If you want this moment to last, feel it. Don’t seek the end.”



Fernando closed his eyes and let himself be guided. She took control, caressing him with a calmness that drove him crazier than any frenzy. Her lips explored his neck, his chest, every corner of his skin. Her nails slid gently across his torso, and he trembled at their touch.

— 
“You’re stronger than you look,” Nuria murmured, admiring the firmness of his chest, the tension of his muscles that she hadn’t noticed until now.



Fernando smiled, blushing. He had never seen himself as physically imposing. He was slim, wiry, but had never felt that his body could awaken desire.

— 
“I guess running and carrying heavy books has its merits,” he joked, trying to hide his nervousness.



Nuria laughed softly and kissed him again, but this time with contained, measured desire. She didn’t want him to take her hastily. She wanted him to feel her, for each caress to be a promise, not an urgency.

And he, little by little, understood. He took his time. He learned to enjoy the slow rhythm of their bodies, the small reactions he drew from her with each touch, each kiss, each whisper. That night, Fernando learned to love unhurriedly.
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Monday morning, Fernando got on the bus with a silly smile on his lips. He could still feel Nuria’s warmth on his skin, the echo of her caresses. The entire world seemed to have changed. Even the gray routine of the journey to campus felt different, as if everything was bathed in a new light. But then his stop came. And she wasn’t there. He felt a pang of disappointment. He looked out the window, expecting to see her appear running, with her golden hair flowing in the wind, her bag crossed over her chest. But nothing.

“It’s fine,” he told himself. Maybe she had overslept, maybe she had decided to take another bus. He took out his phone and sent her a message: “Good morning, sleepyhead. I missed you on the bus.”

He kept staring at the screen throughout the journey. She hadn’t even read it. He tried to convince himself that nothing was wrong, but uneasiness settled in his chest.

Tuesday was worse.

He got on the bus with his heart racing. He hadn’t slept well. He had gone over every conversation with Nuria, every caress, every kiss. He had tried to make sense of her absence and her silence. But there were no answers. The bus stopped at her stop. And again, she didn’t appear. Doubts hit him with full force. His mind began to throw out hypotheses like daggers.

“What if she had regretted it?”

“What if he had been too possessive or said something inappropriate?”

He tried to calm down. Nuria wasn’t like that. The way she had kissed him, the way she had told him he was the most authentic and reliable person she knew... It couldn’t have been a lie.

But then, why wasn’t she answering? He took out his phone and saw his message from the day before, still unread. He thought he would look desperate... But he didn’t care anymore. He wrote another one: “I hope you’re okay. Call me when you can. I’m worried.”

Again nothing. She hadn’t even read it. The day felt endless. He couldn’t concentrate in class. Every time his phone rang, he felt his heart leap, only to see it was an email, a meaningless notification, anything but Nuria. That night, in his room, he lay on his bed staring at the ceiling. For the first time in a long while, the anguish returned to his chest. Not the anguish of shyness, insecurity, or feeling out of place. It was a different emptiness. That of someone who has tasted happiness and fears it might be snatched away at any moment.

The weight of uncertainty took hold in his mind, like a slab that wouldn't let him breathe normally. From the moment he saw the empty bus stop Monday morning, his mind had begun making connections. Loose threads that he had ignored at the time, but which now made sense, weaving a story he didn't want to accept.

On Sunday, Nuria had arrived without warning. She had burst into his world with the same force with which she kissed him, with the urgency of someone who needs to hold onto something before completely losing themselves. He hadn't understood it at the time, too intoxicated by the euphoria of having her there, of seeing her at his door, of feeling her in his arms.

He didn't know what to think. He didn't know what to feel. The only clear thing was the stabbing sensation in his chest, that weight pressing on his stomach that wouldn't let him breathe easily. The scene from Sunday returned to his mind with the rawness of a poorly buried memory.

Nuria, without saying a word, kissing him on the threshold of the door. Nuria undressing without hesitation, confident in herself. Nuria, with an almost desperate intensity, asking him to make love to her.

At that moment, his mind had been a whirlwind of desire and amazement. But now, with a cooler head and his heart beating with suspicion, details began to emerge that he hadn't questioned at the time.

Her outfit on Sunday afternoon. Nuria had always dressed with good taste. Her beauty was natural, her style rather discreet, though always impeccable. At the university he saw her in tight jeans, thin sweaters, simple t-shirts, white sneakers or ankle boots. At the nightclub party, she was dressed for that, for a party. But Sunday... Sunday had been different. That fitted black suit, the stiletto heels, the silk blouse... Her perfectly styled hair. The red-painted nails. It was a look too sophisticated for any ordinary Sunday afternoon. Too polished. Too prepared. “Who did you get dressed up like that for, Nuria?” Fernando wondered with a lump in his throat. And more importantly: what had you been doing before coming to see me?

Fernando wasn’t naive. He knew that Nuria had been with others before him. He had accepted it without issue. But Sunday... Sunday had been something else. Nuria had guided him with a confidence that had disarmed him. It wasn’t simply the initiative or intensity, but the precision with which she knew how to lead him by the hand through paths he didn’t even know existed.

Each measured caress. Each kiss placed in exactly the right spot. Each time he rushed, she gently stopped him, smiling with the confidence of someone who masters the art of pleasure. She taught him to enjoy without hurrying. Fernando felt shivers remembering how she had whispered in his ear: “Let the desire grow, Fer... there’s no rush... I want to feel you.”

How many times had she said those same words before? Fernando didn’t want to think about it. But the thought was already there.

Now he also recalled the fact that it wasn’t necessary to use condoms. He was cautious. He had always believed in responsibility. And yet, with Nuria there had been no conversation about it. There were no doubts. She didn’t ask for protection. Not even a slight doubt arose. Why, Nuria? Why weren’t you concerned? Why didn’t you hesitate? She probably took the pill, although he wasn’t sure that

And then there were her secrets. Her silences. From the beginning he had known that Nuria was reserved. But being discreet was one thing and being evasive was another. Every time he tried to ask her who she had gone out with on Friday and Saturday, she deflected the conversation with a smile or a kiss.

	— 	“Who says it’s not a secret?” she had said once in a playful tone.
	— 	“A secret I’m not worthy of, right?”
	— 	“We all have secrets, Fer.”




She had winked at him. And he hadn’t dared to insist. But at that moment, all the doubts loomed over him with ruthless rawness. In those circumstances, he had taken it as part of her charm, a kind of flirtatious mystery. But now, with her sudden disappearance, those “secrets” were beginning to seem like something darker. He didn’t know if those signs were the product of his obsessed mind, or were based on something real. And for the first time, he was afraid to discover the truth.

He remembered her gaze when she closed his bedroom door. Intense, as if she were capturing a moment she didn’t want to let go. He remembered her words, the way she had told him that he was the most authentic and reliable person she knew. As if it were a farewell disguised as surrender. Fernando brought a hand to his face, rubbing his eyes in frustration. Something wasn’t right.

He tried to reconstruct every detail of Sunday, searching for answers among the shadows of his memory.

Nuria hadn’t been her usual self.

“I need to feel loved”— she had told him, in an almost pleading tone. What did that really mean?

Fernando had been so intoxicated by her presence, by the intensity of her desire, that he didn’t allow himself to think too much about what she was really expressing. At that moment he could only see the beautiful side of the moment: Nuria, in his bed, giving herself to him with a passion he never imagined. But now, in retrospect, he understood that it hadn’t simply been an encounter between two people who desired each other.

There was something more. There was a hidden sadness in the way she embraced him. A weight in her voice when she whispered to him to enjoy without rushing, to feel every caress. As if she knew there wouldn’t be another chance.

Wednesday arrived like a silent sentence. Fernando had spent the last forty-eight hours trapped in a state of latent anxiety, a mixture of worry and desperation that was eating him from the inside.

The first day he told himself that perhaps she was sick, that maybe she had missed the bus or simply needed time for herself. The second day, his mind began to construct more disturbing scenarios. What if something had happened to her? What if she was avoiding him?

By Wednesday, he couldn’t take it anymore. He had tried to concentrate on his classes, but the formulas and equations that normally brought him comfort now seemed like meaningless hieroglyphics. His head wasn’t in the classrooms, nor in the engineering problems, nor in the notes. His entire being was focused on Nuria, on her absence, on the anguish of not knowing.

After leaving class, without even thinking too much about it, he headed to her house. He didn’t have a concrete plan. He didn’t know what he was going to say, or how to justify his presence. He only knew that he needed to see her, or at least know that she was okay.

The journey there felt eternal. He walked quickly, with his heart pounding in his throat, feeling ridiculous for having reached this point, but unable to do anything else.

When he reached the gate, he felt a stab of vertigo. “What the hell are you doing, Fernando?” he said to himself. “This isn’t normal. You can’t just show up at her house like this.”

He stood in front of the intercom, feeling the weight of his own desperation. He ran a hand through his hair, took a deep breath. He could turn around and leave. He could pretend this hadn’t happened, that he wasn’t losing his mind over a girl he barely knew.

But then he thought about Sunday. About her unexpected kiss. About her hands running down his back. About the way she looked at him after making love, as if she wanted to tell him something she didn’t dare to say.

And he knew he couldn’t leave without trying. He pressed the intercom button and waited. Seconds that felt like hours. Finally, a female voice answered.

— “Yes?”



Fernando swallowed hard.

— “Um… good afternoon. I’m looking for Nuria.”



Silence. Then, a dry response, without nuance.

— “Nuria isn’t home.”



Fernando frowned. Something in that tone put him on alert.

	— 	“Do you know when she’ll be back?”
	— 	“No.”




The voice was cutting, almost hostile. And then, without giving him a chance to ask anything else, they hung up. Fernando stood there, staring at the silent intercom, feeling a wave of frustration and helplessness. They hadn’t given him any more explanations. They hadn’t asked who he was or why he was looking for her. They had simply slammed the door in his face. Something wasn’t right. And the worst part was that he was becoming increasingly certain that Nuria didn’t want him to know.
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That afternoon, while trying to concentrate on finishing a complicated assignment involving a simulation of process improvement in a logistics company, he realized he was missing some data. He was sure that Adrián had it, so he went to his room. He entered without thinking too much about it, with the confidence of someone who shares a roof and routine. Adrián was bent over his desk, his gaze fixed on the computer screen.

At first, Fernando didn’t think much of it. But something in Adrián’s posture, in his absolute concentration, caught his attention. He moved a little closer.

— “What are you doing?” he asked curiously.



Adrián barely raised his head and gave a half-smile.

— “It’s not porn, if that’s what you’re thinking.”



Fernando frowned and glanced at the screen. Women. Beautiful women, dressed elegantly, but with a sensuality that was too calculated. Tight dresses, skirts that suggested more than they showed, provocative poses in studio photos with luxurious backgrounds.

	— 	“Then what is it?”
	— 	A luxury escort website from here. From Vigo. —Adrián replied casually, as if he were browsing a catalog of high-end cars. —Spectacular women who charge absolute fortunes to accompany businessmen, politicians, people with money.




Fernando felt a knot in his stomach without knowing why.

— Seriously?



Adrián nodded, amused.

	— 	It’s another level, Fer. We’re not talking about street prostitutes or sleazy clubs. These are women who can walk hand in hand with a millionaire at a gala dinner and no one would suspect a thing. Models, law students, architecture students... University girls, man. They speak languages and have more class than the guys they accompany.




Fernando swallowed hard as his gaze slid across the screen. Adrián scrolled calmly, as if he were flipping through a luxury catalog.

The profiles of the women were designed with a careful, almost artistic aesthetic. High-quality photos, suggestive lighting, elegant poses. In some images they wore designer dresses, fine lingerie, or silk outfits that barely covered their bodies. In others, they were completely naked, but with their faces always out of frame, preserving their anonymity.

To the right of each image, a detailed file with essential information:

	— 	Fictitious name: Each had a sophisticated alias. Valeria, Isabella, Ariadne... elegant names, carefully chosen.
	— 	Age: None over 28.
	— 	Height and weight: Like in a model catalog, each girl had her exact measurements.
	— 	Languages: Some spoke English, French, even Russian or Arabic. “Ideal for international events,” said a footnote.
	— 	Availability: Some only worked in their city, others offered to travel within and outside the country.
	— 	Rates: This is where Fernando felt like he couldn’t breathe:




Dinner accompaniment (no sex): 500 - 1,000€

1-hour encounter: 800 - 1,000€

Full night: 3,000 - 5,000€

Weekend abroad: from 10,000€ (expenses not included)

“Girlfriend Experience” (GFE): rate to be agreed upon.

Beside him, Adrián clicked his tongue in admiration.

— 
Damn, man. One session with one of these costs more than our entire rent for two months.



Fernando didn’t respond. His gaze remained fixed on the screen. He read the profiles of a couple of women:

Valeria

Age: 24 years

Height: 5’8”

Hair: Dark blonde

Body: Athletic, sculpted through gym and dance

Description: Sensual, discreet, and cultured Spanish woman. Perfect for business dinners or romantic getaways. “My priority is to make you feel comfortable and special.”

Specialty: “Girlfriend Experience. Charming in public, passionate in private.”

Photos: In some she wore high fashion dresses, in others lace lingerie. There was one where she appeared naked from behind, with one hand on the nape of her neck and the curve of her back softly illuminated.

Isabella

Age: 26 years

Height: 5’6”

Hair: Brown with golden highlights

Body: Slim, with soft and elegant curves

Description: “If you’re looking for a combination of intelligence, conversation, and desire, you’ve found the ideal companion. I speak three languages and know how to make every moment together unforgettable.”

Featured services: “High-level dates, exclusive trips, and private experiences. Light BDSM available.”

Photos: In one image she appeared in a long black dress, holding a glass of wine. In another, she was lying on a bed, naked, covering her breasts with a white sheet.

With the next profile Fernando felt a lash across his chest. His breathing became ragged, and a strange coldness ran down his spine.

The red dress, the vertiginous slit up the leg to the hip, the suggestive posture with the leg slightly forward… but above all, that tattoo on the neck.

A small minimalist design, a kind of barely visible symbol, but one that he knew too well. A haiku. The poem that Nuria had tattooed on her neck was discernible in that photograph.

The image seemed taken from a professional session. The perfect lighting highlighted the texture of the dress, the golden glow of her skin, the waves of her blonde hair falling over a bare shoulder. Her face wasn’t visible, but it didn’t need to be. It was her.

Fernando froze, unable to react. His mind refused to process it for a few seconds. Then, his world began to crumble.

— “It can’t be…” he whispered without realizing.



Adrián, distracted reviewing another profile, didn’t even pay attention to him.

— “Huh? What did you say?”



Fernando didn’t respond. His eyes remained fixed on the screen. The cursor blinked over the girl’s alias. “Eva L.”

He lowered his gaze to the description:

Age: 22 years

Height: 5’7”

Hair: Natural blonde.

Body: Slim, with elegant curves.

Languages: Spanish, English, French, and Portuguese.

Description: “The perfect company for major events. Elegant and cultured university student”

Featured services: “Events, high-level dates, exclusive trips, and private experiences. Non-professional. Girlfriend Experience”

There were no more photos of her. But the one he had seen was enough. He memorized the website name and left Adrián’s bedroom without further explanation. He closed his bedroom door with a sharp bang. His breathing was erratic, his chest rising and falling violently, as if he had run a marathon. He collapsed into the chair in front of his desk, turned on his laptop with trembling fingers, and entered the page he had just seen on Adrián’s screen.

He typed the name in the search box: Eva L.

The profile appeared immediately. There she was. He enlarged the photo. The red dress fit her body with millimetric perfection. The side slit showed the curve of her thigh, the satin sheen of her skin. The generous neckline revealed the side of those breasts he had touched the other night. The studied posture, the hand on the hip with red-painted nails. The image of a confident, sensual, unattainable woman.

But he didn’t see any of that. He only saw the tattoo. On the side of her neck, right where he had tenderly kissed her when they cuddled after making love, were those small oriental letters. A simple, discreet design. But unmistakable.

His mind refused to accept it. “It can’t be.” He repeated the phrase several times, but the image remained in front of him, with painful clarity. He felt something inside him cracking.

A dull buzzing began to pound at his temples. His stomach contracted until it became an icy stone. A searing heat rose from his chest to his head. Shame. Pain. Rage. Desolation. Everything mixed inside him in an unbearable whirlwind.

His hands trembled over the mouse. He scrolled down to read the description again. Girlfriend Experience.

The phrase hit him like a slap. “Is that what she sold to me? Was I just another client? A controlled, measured experience, without feelings?”

His memories with her became distorted in his mind. Her laughter, her kisses, her whispers when she asked him to relax in bed, the way she had patiently guided him, as if she knew exactly what to do to make him adore her even more… A shiver ran through his body. How many more? How many men had passed through those same lips, those same hands, that same body? He couldn’t breathe. He stood up suddenly, staggering. He leaned his hands on the table and closed his eyes tightly, trying to contain the dizziness, the rage, the unbearable pain burning in his chest.

He had been in love with a lie. How naive. How stupid. He felt the world crumbling beneath his feet. That something pure and beautiful had been defiled in the cruelest way. Because it wasn’t just the revelation of her work. It was the certainty that, all that time, she was never really his.      

In a fit of anger, Fernando grabbed his phone with trembling hands and dialed the number that appeared on the website. His breathing was agitated, his chest rising and falling violently. He felt a knot in his throat, as if he were about to choke on his own rage.

On the third ring, a sensual voice answered:

— 
Good evening, sir. How may I help you?



A feminine voice, soft, velvety, with a provocative undertone. Fernando felt a shiver. It was a voice trained to seduce.

He swallowed and tried to modulate his tone. He couldn’t sound desperate. He had to appear like just another client.

— 
Good evening… —he said, striving to sound confident—. I’d like to hire the services of one of your ladies. Specifically Eva L.



There was a brief silence. Too brief, but long enough for something inside him to tense even more.

	— 	Eva L. is not available temporarily. But we have other girls who could…
	— 	Not available? —he interrupted coldly—. When will she be available again?
	— 	We don’t know for certain. Would you like a recommendation? We can offer someone with a similar profile.




Rage hit his chest again. A similar profile. As if Nuria were just an option in a catalog. As if her laugh, her skin, her lips could be replaced without a second thought.

— 
No, thank you. I specifically wanted Eva. —he responded with a clenched jaw—. Could you tell me if…?



He stopped. What the hell was he going to ask? If she was okay? If she had a problem? If she was with another man at that very moment?

	— 	I just want to know if she’ll be available soon —he managed to say, trying to sound indifferent.
	— 	We cannot provide that information, sir. But if you wish, we can notify you when she returns.




The professional courtesy of that woman irritated him even more. It was a cold, impersonal treatment. He was nobody. Just another man asking about her.

— 
No, that won’t be necessary. Thank you very much. —he muttered before hanging up abruptly.



He stared at the phone in his hand, his heart beating hard.

Not available temporarily.

What did that mean? Had she quit the job? Had she traveled with a client? Or had something happened?

The thought froze his blood. For the first time, his anger gave way to something darker. Fear.

If she had suddenly disappeared, without even notifying the agency, could she be in danger? Although perhaps she was fulfilling an assignment from the agency and they didn’t want to give him that information.

He checked the time. It wasn’t too late to show up at Nuria’s house again, or Eva’s. He got dressed hurriedly and went out the door with the firm determination to get information once and for all. This time he wasn’t going to let them slam the door in his face.

He walked quickly to the house. He arrived at the gate with his pulse racing. He wasn’t going to leave without answers. He pressed the intercom button harder than necessary. He waited a few seconds and, when a female voice answered, he blurted out without thinking:

	— 	If you don’t tell me where Nuria is, I’ll call the police. I don’t know if they’ll do anything, but nothing will save you from having a patrol car at your doorstep. – his voice sounded totally convincing despite the nerves that gripped him.




There was a tense silence on the other end of the intercom. The echo of his words hung suspended in the air. He didn’t know if it would do any good, but they would surely react. If someone disappeared and their circle refused to give explanations, the police would, at least, ask questions.

The response took longer than usual to arrive. It wasn't the same voice that had attended to him in the morning. This one was more measured and spoke almost in a whisper, with a less defensive tone.

— 
“Wait at the café across the street. I’ll come talk to you shortly.”



She didn’t give him time to respond. Click. They hung up.

Fernando stood staring at the intercom, his stomach in knots. Why all the mystery? He crossed the street and entered the café, choosing a table by the window.

He ordered a beer, though he knew it wouldn’t go down his throat. Each minute of waiting burned his skin. When the door opened and a young woman entered, he felt a jolt in his chest. It was Nuria. Or at least, that’s what he thought for a second.

She was younger, but the resemblance was unsettling. Same blonde hair, same full lips, same expressive eyes. Only there was something fresher about her, less polished. She was considerably younger than Nuria. She couldn’t have been more than seventeen. She wore jeans, sneakers, and a light-colored sweatshirt.

The girl scanned the place until she found him. She approached with confident steps and without hesitation, with the same self-assurance that Nuria displayed in all her movements.

— “Fernando?”



He nodded, unable to speak.

	— 	“I’m Claudia, Nuria’s sister. She’s told me a lot about you. If you’ve come all the way here, it’s because you really don’t know anything, right?”
	— 	“I don’t know where Nuria is, but I’ve discovered things that are scaring me. I’m not leaving without answers. I want to know where she is.”




Claudia sighed and looked toward the street.

	— 	“I can’t tell you that.”
	— 	“Then tell me why she disappeared. Tell me why she doesn’t answer messages, why nobody at her house knows anything.”
	— 	“Maybe she doesn’t want to answer you,” she replied with a slight shrug.




Fernando clenched his teeth. He had expected a reaction like this.

— “Listen, I’m not leaving without answers.”



Fernando took his phone from his pocket and unlocked the screen.

— “Explain this to me.”



He showed her the photo from the website. Nuria, or rather, Eva L., in that red dress, with that look he knew too well. But the difference was enormous. This wasn’t the Nuria who had kissed him, not the one who had tenderly held his face between her hands. This was someone else, someone who posed with a confidence that seemed strange to him.

Claudia’s face changed when she saw the image on Fernando’s phone. Her eyes, identical to Nuria’s, reflected a moment of bewilderment before turning sad. She didn’t try to deny anything. She didn’t react coldly or harshly. She just sighed and looked away.

— 
“I guess you already knew when you came this morning,” she said quietly, without a trace of hostility.



Fernando swallowed. He didn’t know how to respond.

— 
“No, I didn’t know. But I had started to suspect, to connect pieces I never would have wanted to fit together. Now everything is starting to make sense. And it hurts more than you can imagine. I’m devastated.”



Claudia ran her fingertips along the edge of her coffee cup, not daring to look at him.

— 
“Look... I don’t know how much you know about Nuria, or how much you think you know,” she finally said. “But it’s not what you think.”



Fernando closed his eyes for a moment and shook his head.

— “Then tell me what it is.”



She sighed. She took her time, searching for the words. She didn’t want to justify her sister or defend the indefensible, but she also didn’t want Fernando to get the wrong idea.

— 
A few years ago, when Nuria started university, she had… problems. She got involved in things she couldn’t easily escape from.



Fernando felt a chill run down his spine.

— “Drugs?” he whispered.



Claudia nodded with tight lips.

— 
“Cocaine. She wasn’t the only one. Many girls were doing it. Parties, excess, one thing leads to another… And one day you realize you’ve crossed a line you can’t come back from.”



Fernando felt his chest tighten. Nuria… his Nuria. The one who smiled sweetly on the bus. The one who kissed him tenderly. The one who looked at him with that special sparkle. How could she have gone through something like that?

	— 	“It wasn’t a typical addiction,” Claudia continued, as if reading his thoughts. “She wasn’t one of those people who need their fix every day. But she did have a lifestyle she couldn’t maintain with our parents’ money. And when you get involved in certain things, debts start to pile up until they become overwhelming.”




Fernando leaned forward, hands clasped together.

— 
“Are you talking about purely financial debts or something more?”



Claudia nodded slowly.

	— 	“Debts. Large amounts, or at least high enough to become a problem. And she couldn’t ask for help without my parents finding out. And she absolutely didn’t want that to reach their ears.”




A thick silence fell between them. Fernando felt a knot in his stomach. He imagined Nuria, proud, unable to admit she had made a mistake. Unable to ask her family for help.

— “So then…” he whispered, “the agency?”



Claudia lowered her gaze and nodded again.

	— 	“A friend who had done some occasional work told her about it. As you’ve probably seen on the website, the income is enormous and Nuria is a beauty, as you know. The contacts started pouring in. Quick and easy money.”




Fernando felt a stab of anger, of helplessness. He saw her on that website, displayed like a luxury product. He imagined her with men who didn’t know her, who didn’t love her, moving from one to another without control.

Claudia hesitated. Then, in a less aggressive tone, she asked:

	— 	“How long have you known her?”
	— 	“About a month, more or less,” Fernando replied without hesitation.




Claudia smiled bitterly.

— 
“A month...” she repeated, as if she found it almost endearing. “And in one month you already think you know her?”



Fernando felt a lump in his throat.

	— 	“It’s obvious I barely know anything about her, but I know how she looked at me. I know what she felt when she was with me. And she wasn’t deceiving me. Not about that. You can tell these things,” Fernando brought his hands to his temples. “Just tell me where she is.”
	— 	“I can’t tell you that. Among other reasons because I don’t know. All she told me was that she had to accompany some loaded guy on a trip. I don’t know anything else.”




Fernando felt an intense cold run through his body. He couldn’t take his eyes off Claudia, as if waiting for her to correct herself, to say no, that Nuria was already out of all that. That it had been a dark phase, but it was over.

But Claudia’s words were like a dagger.

— “She’s still with the agency.”



Fernando felt the blood pounding in his temples. He had to look away because, for a second, the world stopped making sense.

— 
“But why does she continue?” he whispered, his throat dry.



Claudia bit her lip, clearly uncomfortable.

— 
“Look, Fernando… It’s not what it used to be. Her debt is paid off, she quit drugs a long time ago. That’s over. But…”



She stopped. She didn’t want to say it. But Fernando already knew. He sensed it.

— 
“But she still does it,” he said, more to himself than to her.



Claudia nodded sadly. The silence that followed was unbearable. Fernando noticed his own accelerated breathing, his chest rising and falling erratically. He felt a mix of emotions so intense that he didn’t know which would dominate: anger, sadness, desperation.

When he spoke, his voice came out broken.

— 
“If she no longer has debts… if she’s no longer hooked on anything… then why?”



Claudia looked him in the eyes. Her features were so similar to Nuria’s that for a moment he felt it was her speaking to him.

— 
“Because it’s a lot of money, Fernando,” she replied in a serene tone, but loaded with resignation. “A lot. More than my father makes working from dawn to dusk at the law firm.”



Fernando felt like he couldn’t breathe.

— 
“Money? What about dignity? What about self-respect?” he repeated, incredulous.



Claudia nodded with a slow gesture.

	— 	“Money is addictive too. And when you enter a world where everything is luxury, where you can have whatever you want with a snap of your fingers… it’s hard to leave. She hates law. She doesn’t want to pursue that career. She’s studying it because she has to. It might seem crazy to you, but behind the Nuria you’ve idealized, there are accounts with many hundreds of thousands of euros. She’ll never work at my father’s firm. You can be sure of that.”




Fernando dropped his head into his hands. His chest tightened with unbearable pressure. Nuria wasn’t a victim. She wasn’t trapped by circumstances. She wasn’t doing it because she had no other choice. She was doing it because she wanted to. Because she liked it. And that revelation shattered him into a thousand pieces.

Fernando’s beer had lost all its foam, but he hadn’t even touched it. His hand trembled slightly on the table, as if his body still didn’t know how to react to what he had just heard. He raised his eyes to Claudia, searching her expression for a hint of doubt, a sign that she was wrong. But all he found was understanding.

— 
“I’m in love with her,” he whispered, as if admitting it aloud made the wound even deeper.



Claudia looked at him with a mixture of tenderness and sadness.

— “I know. And she knows it too.”



He pressed his lips together in frustration.

— 
“No… you don’t understand. It’s not a whim. It’s not just that I like her. I’m in love, Claudia. From the first moment I saw her.”



Claudia sighed and played with the spoon in her coffee.

— 
“I think Nuria feels something deep for you too.”



Fernando was left breathless.

— 
“What? Don’t talk nonsense! Both things aren’t compatible.”



Claudia sketched a sad smile.

	— 	I know her better than anyone. And believe me, it’s not easy for her to open up to someone. But with you… with you it’s been different. She’s talked to me about you, about the day you walked her home in the early morning and gave her your jacket because she was cold. She told me you have an intelligence and culture from another era. That you have a wonderful insecurity, and that you’re good to the core.




Fernando looked at her in surprise.

	— 	“She told you all that about me?”
	— 	“And many more things… Believe me. Nuria loves you. I don’t know if enough to give everything up for you, but don’t doubt that you’ve touched her very deeply.”




Suddenly, everything made sense. The intensity with which Nuria had kissed him that night. Her words whispered in his ear. Her need to feel loved. The guilt in her eyes. Sunday night, Nuria had been broken inside. And now he understood why.

She had felt it. She had felt the connection between them, the warmth, the tenderness. And that had frightened her. Because in her world, in the life she led, there was no room for love.

Fernando closed his eyes for a moment.

— 
“Then… If she loves me… why did she leave?”



Claudia looked at him with pity.

	— 	“First, for ten thousand euros. Don’t overthink it or try to understand it. It’s that crude and that real. And second, because she’s afraid, Fernando. Because if she lets you in, her entire world will collapse.”
	— 	“When is she coming back?”
	— 	“Tomorrow. She arrives at Peinador at 10:10 PM on the flight from London. What are you planning to do? Will you go meet her? Ask her for explanations?”




Fernando looked at her with a face that showed he had no idea.

	— 	“And what has she told your family? I suppose she’s made up some story for your parents so they believe she leads a normal life.”
	— 	“Look, Fernando… She’s a law student. Students go out, leave for weekends… It’s not that difficult. Besides, she gets good grades, so they barely monitor her. Also…” - Claudia’s face darkened. She looked at Fernando, weighing whether to continue speaking, and finally decided to. – “Let’s just say my parents lead quite independent lives… Since Nuria gets more than decent grades, they hardly subject her to any additional supervision.”




7

Fernando didn’t give up. After his conversation with Claudia, he needed to see her. He needed answers in her own voice.

The following night, under a fine rain that seemed to mock his sadness, he positioned himself again in front of Nuria’s building. He looked up at her apartment windows, hoping to see a shadow, a light turning on, any sign that she was still there. But everything was in darkness.

He took out his phone and wrote her another message: "Nuria, please. Just tell me something. I won’t judge you. Just tell me you’re okay."

He waited. He stared at the screen as if by the force of his gaze he could compel her to respond. Nothing. Not even the blue double check.

Each passing minute was another stab to his pride. Why couldn’t he bring himself to leave? Why did he continue waiting for the impossible?

He closed his eyes and his mind dragged him back to last Sunday. To her body on top of his, to her perfumed skin, to her voice begging him to make her feel loved. He had known it. Deep in his soul, he had known it in that very moment: Nuria had never been his.

He took a deep breath. He had two options. Stay there, like an idiot, waiting for a woman who didn’t want to be found. Or leave and promise himself that someday, if he ever saw her again, he would be the one in control.

He wiped his face with his coat sleeve and turned on his heels. He walked away in the rain without looking back. Something inside him had just broken forever.

Fernando trudged through the rain with heavy steps, as if each drop drove the certainty of his defeat even deeper. He had no strength left to run, to get angry, or even to cry. He just wanted to disappear.

— 
“Fernando!” —Claudia’s voice made him stop dead in his tracks.



He turned slowly. She was running after him, the hood of her jacket covering her head, her face soaked, her eyes filled with something he couldn’t quite understand.

— “Fernando, please, don’t leave like this.”



He let out a bitter laugh.

— 
“How do you want me to leave, Claudia?” he whispered, in a voice he barely recognized as his own. “Jumping for joy? Waiting for her to someday deign to answer me?”



Claudia lowered her head, taking a deep breath.

— “Nuria needs time.”



Fernando clenched his fists.

	— 	“Time...” he repeated, with a broken smile. “She hasn’t been able to look me in the face, Claudia. Not even to send me a message. Do you know everything I’ve done? I’ve waited for her every damn day on the bus, I’ve looked for her at her house, I’ve called her, I’ve written to her... I’ve tried to understand, to be patient, not to judge her. But she’s decided I don’t even deserve an explanation!”




Claudia swallowed hard.

	— 	“It’s not that...”
	— 	“Then what is it?” His voice trembled, more from pain than anger. “She used me and that’s it? Am I just another one on the list?”
	— 	“Don’t say that!” she exclaimed, her eyes glistening. “I told you, Fernando... She feels something for you. But she doesn’t know what to do with that. She’s trapped.”




Fernando shook his head, drained of energy.

— 
“If she loved me, she would have at least had the courage to tell me.”



Claudia sighed.

— 
“And what would you have said to her? That she should leave her life behind? That she should choose you and forget everything else? It’s not that easy, Fernando.”



He looked at her intently.

	— 	“Now it turns out she has to leave behind an exemplary life! Would it be so bad if she stopped working as a... high-class escort? Sometimes I think money clouds people’s minds. She could have a future as a lawyer, but of course, it’s much easier to earn ten thousand euros in a weekend. No comparison! Who cares if she has to sleep with some drooling old man, or cater to the dark desires of immoral guys. It’s ten thousand. Right?”




The silence between them was like a knife in open flesh. Claudia looked at him sadly.

— 
“Maybe you’re right. And maybe she is too. Don’t wait around, Fernando. She doesn’t deserve you.”



He closed his eyes for a moment. And when he opened them, something in his gaze had changed.

— 
“I won’t,” he replied firmly. “Tell Nuria she doesn’t have to worry about me. That I won’t look for her again.”



And without waiting for a response, he turned on his heels and left. This time, without hesitation.
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The main lecture hall of the engineering faculty was full. Professors, classmates, even some students from lower years attended the final project presentations, that moment that marked the end of one stage and the beginning of another. For many, it was an occasion of pride, of celebration. For Fernando, it meant nothing.

He had spent his entire academic life preparing for that presentation, fine-tuning every detail. His project, an innovative optimization of industrial processes using artificial intelligence, had caught the attention of several professors from its initial phase. He knew it was good. He knew his work was solid. But now, as he waited for his turn, sitting in the second row with his gaze lost on the floor, it all seemed empty to him.

— 
“Fernando Suárez,” called the professor in charge.



He stood up with an automatic movement and walked to the podium. Adrián had lent him his best suit, which fit him like a glove. He clenched his fists for a moment, searching within himself for some spark of emotion, some trace of satisfaction. He found nothing.

He began to speak. His voice was firm, confident, that of a brilliant young man with a promising future. He explained the foundations of his work with precision, presented the data, justified each technical decision. The members of the committee nodded, interested. One of them even smiled on more than one occasion, impressed by the clarity of his presentation.

When he finished, there was a silence of approval. Suddenly, thunderous applause filled the hall like an overwhelming wave. Professors, classmates, family members, and some company representatives in attendance stood up to give him an ovation. Fernando remained standing next to the screen, with the slides of his project still illuminated behind him. He nodded courteously, took a deep breath, and let the tide of recognition envelop him. But inside, he felt only absolute emptiness.

He was supposed to be euphoric. He had worked for months on this project, perfecting every detail, making sure his presentation was impeccable. And he had succeeded. He had demonstrated his talent, his capability, his intelligence. However, all he could think about was that Nuria wasn’t there.

Or so he thought.

From the last row of the hall, in one of the most secluded seats, Nuria was crying inconsolably in her sister’s arms.

She had sworn she wouldn’t come. She had tried to convince herself that it was best to stay away, that her presence would only make everything worse. But in the end, she couldn’t resist. She had to see him. She had to witness with her own eyes what she already knew: that Fernando was exceptional, that his future was destined to shine, that she could never fit into that light.

Tears slid uncontrollably down her face. Her chest rose and fell in a futile attempt to contain her sobs. Claudia hugged her tightly, stroking her hair, containing her own emotions. She too had been moved.

— 
“Clau...” Nuria whispered brokenly. “Look at him... he achieved it with infinite effort. And I... I only ruined his life.”



Claudia closed her eyes for a moment, feeling the weight of those words. She knew it wasn’t entirely true, but she also knew that Fernando, although now at the center of the hall receiving everyone’s recognition, had spent months suffering, and it was more than evident that he wasn’t happy.

She had seen it in his eyes when he mechanically acknowledged the applause. She had seen it in his posture, rigid, tense. She had seen it in the way he had glanced fleetingly toward the stands, looking for something... or someone.

	— 	“Nuria, listen to me...” she whispered tenderly. “You didn’t ruin his life. But you did break his heart. Talk to him. He loves you. Maybe he can come to understand...”
	— 	“Don’t talk nonsense, Clau. It’s impossible for him to understand my life. I don’t even understand it myself...”
	— 	“But if you don’t give him the chance, you’ll never know. You might be letting the love of your life slip away, Nuria. Don’t be so proud. Talk to him. You broke his heart, but if he loves you...”




Her sister’s words were like a dagger. Nuria closed her eyes tightly and buried her face in Claudia’s shoulder. But she had no response. She just hugged her tighter.

From the stage, Fernando took one last look at the audience. He didn’t see Nuria. But she did see him. And all it left her with was the certainty that they were both equally broken.

The most senior professor took the floor:

	— 	“Fernando, your project is exceptional. You have demonstrated not only impressive technical mastery, but also a very mature strategic vision. This work could be implemented in a real company tomorrow.”
	— 	“Thank you, professor.”
	— 	“Have you thought about continuing to develop it?” asked another professor. “Perhaps a doctoral thesis? Or I imagine you won’t be short of job offers.”




Fernando swallowed hard. He didn’t want to disappoint anyone, but at that moment his future seemed as blurry as his own reflection in a fogged mirror.

— 
“I’m considering several options,” he responded with the same neutrality with which he might have discussed the weather.



The professors exchanged looks of approval. There were a few more technical questions, a few more compliments. Finally, the head of the panel smiled.

— 
“Congratulations, Fernando. You’ve done brilliant work. I believe no one on this panel will dispute that your project deserves the highest honors. Please accept our most sincere congratulations.”



There was general applause. His classmates patted him on the back. Some congratulated him enthusiastically.

He looked for his parents in the stands. They had put on their best clothes for the occasion and both were crying with emotion. He gave them a thumbs-up. But despite the emotion and joy of that moment, he only felt an emptiness inside his chest.

He left the auditorium with slow steps, as if his feet weighed twice as much. Around him, other students celebrated the end of their degrees with laughter and hugs. Some were already planning to go out partying, to drink until dawn.

Fernando just wanted to disappear. In the hallways, the reunion with his parents was tremendously emotional. The three embraced in tearful emotion. They covered him with kisses and conveyed congratulations from his brother, who hadn’t been able to attend the event.

As they finished embracing, he felt a presence beside him. A middle-aged man, dressed in an impeccable navy blue suit and silk tie, smiled at him confidently before extending his hand.

	— 	“Fernando Suárez, right? I’m Manuel Ortega, Director of Technological Development at Siemens Spain. I attended your presentation and I must say it was exceptional. Our company is looking for people like you.”




Fernando blinked, processing the words with a certain disconnection.

— 
“Thank you... I wasn’t expecting to meet someone from Siemens here.”



The man smiled professionally.

— 
“We don’t usually come to all presentations, but when we’re informed about someone with an outstanding profile, we pay attention. Have you considered your career options yet?”



Fernando nodded cautiously.

	— 	“I have some offers on the table, yes.”
	— 	“I imagined so. Listen, I don’t want to take up too much of your time on a day like today, but at Siemens we make strong bets on talent. I’m offering you a position in our process optimization and artificial intelligence applied to industry team. The contract is permanent, the salary competitive, and the growth opportunities are very high. You’ll be working with some of the best engineers in Europe.”




The executive handed him a business card with his name and a personal contact number.

— 
“Take a few days to think about it, but I’ll tell you in advance that these kinds of opportunities don’t come along every day. If you decide to join us, we want you in Madrid as soon as possible.”



Fernando held the card between his fingers, feeling its slight embossing. Siemens. Madrid. A future to discover. A future completely removed from everything he had been until now.

— 
“Thank you, I’ll consider it,” he responded in a neutral voice.



Manuel Ortega gave him one last pat on the shoulder.

— 
“Do that, Fernando. We’re interested in people with your abilities. I look forward to your call.”



The man walked away with confident steps, leaving him there in the middle of the hallway, with the card in his hand and his parents’ surprised faces. Not even in their wildest dreams could they have imagined something like this for their son.

From a distance, Nuria and Claudia saw him embracing his parents. Nuria, still with tears in her eyes, turned around and left. Claudia allowed herself a few more seconds and then followed her sister to the exit.

After the ceremony ended, Fernando left alone. He crossed the campus with no fixed destination. Everything he had achieved, everything he had worked for so many years... nothing seemed to make sense without her. Without Nuria.

He took a deep breath, looking at the sky. He had finished his degree with honors. And he had never felt so defeated.
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The suitcase was closed, the room empty. Fernando took one last look at the bare walls of what had been his home for the past few years. How much everything had changed.

	— 	“Dude, I can’t believe it.” —Adrián was leaning against the doorframe with his arms crossed—. “You’re leaving us as a winner and here we are, just surviving.”
	— 	“At least try to look sad, you bastard,” —joked Miguel, pulling a beer from the fridge and tossing it to Fernando—. “Or better yet, take a few to Madrid, everything costs triple there.”




The three of them laughed. It wasn’t a dramatic farewell, nor one of those where emotions overflow. It was a farewell between friends, with jokes, beers, and shared memories.

	— 	“And dude, buy your own suits. I won’t always be around to improve your look,” —he said between laughs—. “And I hope you don’t forget us.”
	— 	“I won’t.” —Fernando took a sip of beer—. “I hope to come back someday. Madrid is a good place to work, but I’ll miss the sea, and the tranquility of a city like Vigo.”
	— 	“Hey, when they promote you to CEO of Siemens,” —added Adrián with a mischievous smile—. “You can hook us up with jobs there.”
	— 	“Or invite us all to a huge party in a penthouse on La Castellana full of gorgeous brunettes.” – said Adrián, who only thought about partying.
	— 	“Speaking of brunettes… what’s going on with your Audi brunette?” —Fernando raised an eyebrow—. “Don’t tell me she’s become your true love… She’s been coming around a lot lately.”
	— 	“Dude, I leave the love stories to you. I prefer to be remembered for other things…” —Adrián opened another beer and winked at him.




A somewhat tense silence fell for a moment, until Miguel slammed his hand on the table.

	— 	“Alright, enough with the sappy stuff. Let’s go get a drink before this guy turns into a stuck-up executive.”
	— 	“Yeah, after living with you, we’ve fulfilled our drama quota for a decade.”




Fernando smiled. He knew it wasn’t a final goodbye. Real friendships, no matter how life progressed, never completely broke.
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The train arrived a few minutes late at Santa Comba station. Fernando descended with his wheeled suitcase and a backpack over his shoulder, breathing in the clean, fresh air of the rural area. Five years had passed since an insecure teenager had left the village to study in the big city, and now he was returning as a man with a brilliant professional future. But inside, he felt that a part of himself had never left this place.

As he walked out to the station plaza, he saw his parents waiting for him. His mother, with her hair sprinkled with gray and a thick coat despite the mild afternoon, smiled with eyes shining with emotion. His father, wearing his wool jacket and work boots, remained a bit more serious, but with a look of pride he couldn’t hide.

— 
“Son!” —exclaimed his mother, hugging him tightly, as if wanting to verify he was really there.



Fernando closed his eyes for a moment, letting that embrace envelop him. She smelled of lavender soap and of the home of a lifetime.

— Hello, mom.



His father gave him a firm handshake before patting him on the shoulder.

	— 	Welcome home, son. You’ve made us very proud.
	— 	Thank you, dad —Fernando replied with a thread of emotion in his voice.




They got into the family car, an old Renault that still maintained the scent of aged leather. During the journey to their house, his mother didn’t stop talking, telling him how the people in the village had followed his success, how some teachers from high school asked about him, and how the neighbors kept commenting on the news that “the Suárez’s smart o fillo” had received offers from major companies.

Fernando smiled and nodded, grateful, but there was a part of him that felt distant. His mother spoke of his success as if it were the culmination of all his efforts, but he felt like he had reached the finish line without really celebrating it.

To him, everything seemed smaller. Buildings no taller than three or four stories, businesses with outdated signs, narrow alleyways. Nothing seemed to have changed. The same old bar, the bakery on the corner, the church with its bell tower. Everything was the same, and yet, he was no longer the same person.

When they arrived home, his mother had prepared his favorite dish: Galician broth and roast beef with potatoes. At the table, his parents looked at him with admiration as they ate.

— 
When you said you had job offers in Madrid, I knew you wouldn’t take long to leave again —said his father, with a slight smile of resignation.



Fernando put his spoon down on the plate and looked at them.

	— 	I’ll always be grateful for what you’ve done for me. Everything I’ve achieved is thanks to you. But I think my best opportunities will be in Madrid. I assure you I’m not thrilled about the idea of living there, but I believe it’s the ideal place to build my future.




His mother took his hand tenderly.

	— 	All we want is for you to be happy, Fernando. Whatever you decide will be fine. But haven’t you considered staying in Vigo or Coruña? There are important companies there too.
	— 	Honestly, mom. I’m somewhat saturated with Vigo. And I like Coruña, but I think I need to go to Madrid.
	— 	Whatever you want, fillo. Build your life where you think you’ll be happy.




He felt a lump in his throat. Happy? He wasn’t sure what that meant at that moment. But he didn’t want to worry them. He smiled with the best expression he could offer.

— I am, mom. I am.



However, deep down, as he chewed the beef and listened to the sound of cutlery on the table, he knew his heart remained elsewhere. Or rather, with someone else.

Dinner was proceeding amid laughter and anecdotes when the sound of the door interrupted the conversation. Fernando turned just in time to see his older brother, Manuel, enter. He was a robust man, with hands hardened by construction work. He worked in his father’s company. As soon as he crossed the threshold, Manuel went straight to Fernando and wrapped him in a strong embrace, almost lifting him off the ground.

— 
Look at you, little brother! The pride of the family! —he exclaimed with a wide and sincere smile.



Fernando felt the warmth of the embrace and closed his eyes for a moment. Manuel’s voice had that tone of admiration and affection that had always accompanied him since childhood. Manuel had always been his protector, his reference at home, and knowing he was proud of him moved him deeply.

— 
Good to see you, Manu —Fernando replied, patting him on the back before pulling away.



Behind his brother, his sister-in-law Clara entered, a woman with a kind smile and expressive eyes. As soon as she crossed the threshold, she enveloped him in a warm hug.

— 
“This is an important moment for all of us, Fer,” she said with an emotional voice. “What you’ve accomplished is incredible. And we know this is just the beginning.”



Fernando felt overwhelmed by the affection. He allowed himself to be hugged and smiled.

— 
“Thank you, Clara. But I’m still the same as always, okay?”



Manuel laughed and gave him a light punch on the shoulder.

	— 	“The same as always, but with a very promising future! Mr. Engineer, no less. How about that!”
	— 	“Don’t exaggerate...” Fernando lowered his gaze, uncomfortable with so much attention. “It’s just the result of years of hard work.”
	— 	“Hard work and talent,” his father pointed out from the head of the table. “Because we all work hard here, but not everyone gets to where you’ve gotten.”




Fernando nodded humbly. He knew his family had made sacrifices so he could study away from home, that his mother had saved every penny and that his father had worked more hours than necessary so that he wouldn’t have to worry about anything but his studies.

They sat back at the table and continued talking between bites. His mother had brought out a bottle of wine to toast to him, and although Fernando felt grateful, he also felt a weight in his chest when the conversation returned to his immediate future. Fernando put his glass on the table and took a breath.

— 
“I have to go to Madrid next week,” he announced. “I need to find an apartment and sign the contract with Siemens. Everything shuts down in August, and I have a ton of things to take care of.”



There was a brief silence. His mother looked away, as if she had already known but wasn’t yet prepared to hear it out loud.

— 
“We knew this moment would come,” said Manuel, with an understanding gesture. “Madrid is the next step.”



His mother sighed and forced a smile.

— “We’re going to miss you, son.”



Fernando took her hand affectionately.

— 
“I’ll always come back home. No matter where I am.”



Manuel looked at him intently, as if wanting to make sure those words were sincere. Then, he gave him another punch on the shoulder, this time more gently.

— 
“Just promise me one thing, Fer. Never forget where you come from. No matter how high you climb, don’t let the city change you. Your family is in this town.”



Fernando held his brother’s gaze and nodded firmly.

— “I never will.”



He knew that, deep down, his brother feared that Madrid would turn him into someone distant, a man so focused on his career that he would forget his roots. But he didn’t want that to happen.

That night, when he lay down in his old bedroom, with walls decorated with posters from his adolescence and the ceiling he had observed so many times before falling asleep, he felt a mixture of excitement and melancholy. He was going to Madrid with a promising future, but a part of him knew that, in some way, he would never be the same again.

The next morning, Fernando woke up early, but instead of feeling rested, he had the same feeling of emptiness that had accompanied him for weeks. He dressed unhurriedly and went down to the kitchen, where his mother was already preparing breakfast.

	— 	“Good morning, son,” she said with a warm smile, though her scrutinizing gaze observed him carefully.
	— 	“Good morning, mom,” he replied, taking a seat at the table as she served him coffee.




They talked about trivial things for a few minutes. How the baker had raised his prices, how the neighbor had returned from the fair with a story about a sheep virus. Fernando nodded, pretending to be interested, but his mother knew him too well.

At one point, she put down the spoon she was using to stir her coffee and looked at him intently.

“What’s wrong, Fernando?



He looked up, surprised.

“Nothing, Mom. I’m fine.



She narrowed her eyes and shook her head.

“
Don’t lie to me, son. I’m your mother. And I know something’s bothering you.



Fernando sighed and looked away, stirring his coffee listlessly.

“
It’s just that... I don’t know, it’s a big change. Madrid, the job...



His mother rested her elbows on the table and took his hand tenderly.

“
That might be part of it, yes. But it’s not just that. I didn’t think you’d keep secrets from me.



Fernando pressed his lips together. He hated how easily his mother could read him. Since he was little, she had always known when something was bothering him. And now, she was looking at him with that mixture of patience and unconditional love that only mothers have.

“It’s heartbreak, isn’t it?



Fernando felt a lump in his throat. He hadn’t expected her to be so direct. He swallowed hard and forced a smile.

	“	Mom...
	“	Don’t deny it,” she insisted, with gentleness but firmness. “I raised you. I know when something hurts you. And this is hurting you deeply.




Fernando ran a hand through his hair and sighed deeply. He felt exposed, vulnerable. As if his mother had opened a door inside him that he’d been trying to keep closed for days.

	“	Does it hurt so much that you want to run away from Vigo?” his mother’s gaze pierced him like a dagger.
	“	It hurt me to my core, Mom,” he finally murmured. “I thought... that it was something real. I thought she was the perfect girl.




His mother squeezed his hand more tightly.

“And wasn’t she?



Fernando stared at his coffee, as if he might find the answer there.

	“	I don’t know. I thought she was, but... everything was based on a big lie. I tried to get some explanation from her, but she wouldn’t even talk to me. She disappeared overnight. No explanations. And now I know things that... that I wish I didn’t know.




His mother looked at him with sadness.

“
Sometimes love hurts more than it should. And we don’t always get answers.



Fernando rubbed his face with his hands.

“Now all I want is to forget her.



His mother smiled melancholically.

“
If it were that easy, the world would be a simpler place, son. But don’t forget that time heals all wounds. One stain removes another...



Fernando managed a smile.

— “Yes. I suppose so.”



His mother caressed his cheek tenderly.

— 
“Whatever happened, don’t let it make you bitter. Don’t lose the good that’s in you, Fernando.”



He nodded, though he wasn’t sure if he could do it. Because, try as he might, Nuria was still inside him. And deep down, he knew that a part of him didn’t want to let her go.

After breakfast, Fernando went out to the small backyard of the house. He needed air. The conversation with his mother had left him stirred up inside. He leaned on the railing, observing the peaceful landscape of Santa Comba. The sound of birds and the fresh morning air gave him a momentary respite, but they didn’t ease the tightness in his chest.

He heard footsteps approaching behind him.

— 
“Son, come with me for a moment,” said his father with his usual calm voice.



Fernando followed him silently to the front of the house. There, in the small garage, was a car covered with a tarp. His father stopped beside it and took a key ring from his pocket.

	— 	“You’ll need this in Madrid. It’s not much, but it will serve its purpose. It belonged to Mr. Belarmino. The neighbor across the street. His children won’t let him drive anymore, and it’s in perfect condition. Barely any miles on it,” he said, extending the keys to him.




Fernando frowned.

— “What is this, Dad?”



His father smiled and pulled off the tarp, revealing a second-hand dark blue Citroën C3 in perfect condition.

— 
“You’ll need a car in Madrid. You can’t depend on public transportation all the time.”



Fernando was speechless. He looked at the car, then at the keys in his father’s hand, then back at the car. His throat closed up and his vision blurred with tears he couldn’t hold back.

— 
“Dad...” he murmured, his voice breaking. “This is too much...”



His father shook his head and firmly placed the keys in his hand.

— 
“Too much is all the work you’ve done to get here. It’s the least we can do for you.”



Fernando felt a knot in his stomach. He knew what this car meant. He knew that his father and mother had to make sacrifices to give it to him.

	— 	“I can’t accept it...” he whispered.
	— 	“Of course you can,” his father replied softly. “It’s not a gift, it’s a work tool.”




Fernando pressed his lips together, unable to contain his tears. He threw himself into his father’s arms and hugged him tightly, smelling the soap and clean clothes that had always comforted him as a child.

— “Thank you, Dad. Thank you for everything.”



His father patted him on the back, containing his own emotion.

— 
“Make us proud, son. Though you already do.”



Fernando pulled away, wiping his tears with the back of his hand. He looked at the car and then at his father with a trembling smile.

— 
“I promise to take care of it. And I promise that someday I’ll repay you many times over.”



His father shook his head with a smile.

— 
“All your mother and I want is for you not to forget where your home is. Don’t forget us. Come see us from time to time. The years go by, and ‘we’re getting old.’”



Fernando felt his chest fill with gratitude and love. Perhaps inside he was still broken, but he knew clearly that he would never be alone.

PART TWO
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The Siemens building in Tres Cantos stood, somewhat outdated, next to other office buildings in the area. The construction of the new headquarters had just been approved, which would be revolutionarily modern. Glass, steel, and German efficiency in every detail.

Fernando crossed the lobby of the aging building with a firm step, though inside he felt the adrenaline of someone about to cross an important threshold.

It had been ten years since he had arrived at the multinational as a newly graduated engineer. Ten years of tireless work, sleepless nights, and difficult decisions. And now, at thirty-two, he held a position many dreamed of but few achieved: Director of Development and Innovation for the energy sector in Spain and Portugal.

When he exited the elevator on the 22nd floor, which was now his new office, a team of executives was already waiting for him in the meeting room. As he entered, he felt all eyes on him.

Peter Schneider, the CEO of Siemens Spain, accompanied him into the room, taking him by the arm with a certain paternalism. In the room, all eyes were focused on them.

— 
“Ladies and gentlemen...” —said Peter with his marked German accent— “I present to you Fernando Suárez, the new Director of Development.”



Fernando smiled confidently and shook Schneider’s hand, who gave him a few pats on the shoulder.

	— 	“Fernando has proven over the last decade to be a key asset for the company. His leadership in the development of new renewable energy plants and his strategic vision have allowed us to position ourselves and, above all, remain at the forefront of the sector. I have complete confidence in him and I know this team will do great things under his direction.”




Fernando acknowledged the words with a slight nod. He wasn’t a man of grandiose speeches, but he knew this moment demanded more than formalities.

— 
“Thank you, Peter,” he said with a firm voice, scanning the table with his gaze. “It’s an honor to take on this position, but above all, it’s a challenge that I face with ambition and commitment.”



He paused.

	— 	“Some of you already know me, others not so much. The first thing I want you to know is that I believe in teamwork, transparency, and efficiency. I’m going to be demanding, but always fair. I don’t believe in rigid hierarchies, but in talent and results.”




He observed some expressions of approval around the table.

	— 	“I know that Siemens is at a key moment, with enormous challenges and even greater opportunities. Our goal is not just to innovate, but to do so in a sustainable and profitable way. And for that, I trust each one of you.”




There were some murmurs. Peter smiled with satisfaction.

— 
“Well said, Fernando. Now, before we start with today’s agenda, I want your closest team to introduce themselves. They’re the ones who will be with you day to day.”



Fernando nodded and a blonde woman, in an elegant navy blue suit, stood up first.

— 
“Marta Sanz. I’ve been with Siemens for six years and I’ll be in charge of the technological development area.”



She extended her hand with a professional smile. She had the air of a tough executive, but with charisma.

— “Pleased to meet you, Marta,” said Fernando.



A stocky man, with a well-trimmed beard and confident expression, stood up next.

— 
“Luis Carvajal, head of the expansion area. I’m in charge of closing deals in unusual areas and looking for opportunities in new markets.”



Fernando shook his hand firmly.

	— 	“I’ve read some of your reports. Good analyses.”
	— 	“I hope we can improve them even more now,” Luis responded with a smile.




The next to introduce herself was Clara Medina, a woman in her 40s with an intelligent gaze and serene demeanor.

— 
“I’m the head of sustainability and environmental impact. My job is to ensure we move forward without compromising the company’s commitment to the planet.”



Fernando nodded respectfully.

— 
“I know that’s one of Siemens’ priorities. We’ll be in constant contact.”



One by one, the rest of the team introduced themselves. They were brilliant professionals, each with their own specialty and character. But they all had something in common: hunger for success. When the introductions were finished, Peter stood up.

— 
“Good, now that introductions are done, let’s allow Fernando to get settled in his new office.”



Everyone stood up and left the room with friendly smiles and comments. They were a high-level team, and they knew it.

Fernando remained for a few seconds looking out the window. From there, he could see Madrid in the distance. He had reached the top in a short time, though he was always overcome by a permanent feeling of emptiness.

Fernando was no longer the young man who had arrived in Madrid in a secondhand Citroën C3 with a handful of dreams. Ten years at Siemens, climbing positions through work and sacrifice, had turned him into the youngest executive in the company. He was aware of the image he projected. A confident, calculating leader with a presence that commanded respect without needing to raise his voice.

That day he wore a navy blue suit of impeccable tailoring, fitted to his body with the precision of a Savile Row tailor. Italian fabric, perfect lines, without a single wrinkle. Under the jacket, a white Egyptian cotton shirt and a silk tie, also blue, knotted with absolute precision. On his wrist, a Rolex Submariner, discreet but unmistakable.

His black hair, with a slight touch of gray at the temples, was razor-cut in a classic style. Neither too short nor too long. Just at the point where care was noticeable, but without seeming obsessed with his image.

He had learned to move in high circles. He knew when to speak and when to remain silent, how to modulate his voice to convey authority without arrogance, how to look at someone and make them feel they had his full attention. He had perfected the art of negotiation, body language, and discreet elegance.

And yet, beneath that impeccable appearance, much of the old Fernando remained. The one who got excited about engines, who remembered his parents’ efforts in Santa Comba, who had once believed in unconditional love. But all that was buried under years of success, power, and a life calculated to the millimeter.

From his first day at Siemens, Fernando had understood that being brilliant at his job wasn’t enough. Success in that world didn’t just depend on talent, but on image, bearing, on the way one moved, spoke, and even breathed in a boardroom.

So he observed. Carefully. As if every gesture, every word, and every pause were pieces of machinery that he needed to dismantle and understand. He observed how top executives took their seats, always calmly, conveying absolute control. How they crossed their legs naturally without appearing rigid. How they used silence as a strategic weapon in negotiations. He learned to eat in luxury restaurants without hesitating before a menu of unpronounceable names. To hold a wine glass properly, to use a napkin with appropriate discretion... To choose the right label without seeming like a snob.

He noticed the tone of voice, the calculated pauses, the confidence with which a CEO could make his opinion seem like the only possible one without needing to impose it. And little by little, Fernando molded himself, adjusting all that to his own personality. He didn’t imitate, he absorbed. He didn’t pretend, he evolved.

He didn’t want to be a copy of anyone, but the best possible version of himself. And he had achieved it. Now he was one of them. Although, deep down, a part of him still wondered if he really fit into that world... or if he had simply learned to act perfectly

Fernando had become a man who was admired and respected, but also an enigma within the company. Cordial, professional, always impeccable in his manner, but with an invisible barrier that no one seemed able to cross.

He had friends, yes, but only to a certain extent. He would have beers after work, attend dinners with clients, and share jokes in meetings, but he never revealed too much about himself. No one in the company really knew his story, his roots, or his wounds.

And as for love... he kept his distance at work. It wasn’t that he lacked opportunities; on the contrary. He was attractive, powerful, and had that air of mystery that many women found irresistible, but he had never wanted to maintain romantic relationships at work.

The invitations were there:

	— 	“Fernando, we should have dinner one of these days.”
	— 	“Would you like a glass of wine after work?”
	— 	If you don’t have plans this weekend, we could…




He always responded with kindness, with a smile that promised nothing. He didn’t lie, but he didn’t encourage either. He never mixed work and desire.

Outside of work, his relationships were brief and calculated. Beautiful, successful, independent women… but none managed to break through the armor he had imposed on himself. He was practical, even cynical. He knew that uncontrolled love, irrational love, could destroy a man. He had learned it firsthand. So he avoided it.

And yet, some nights, when the bustle of work quieted down and loneliness made itself present, he found himself wondering if he had truly managed to protect himself… or if he was just running away.

Fernando moved in a world where romantic relationships weren’t so much a matter of love as of convenience. An implicit exchange of interests, where attractiveness, power, and luxury were part of the game.

He had been with Valeria for a while, a lawyer from a prestigious international firm. He had met her at a conference on the company’s international expansion. She was an intelligent, ambitious, sophisticated woman. Their dinners together were at the best restaurants in Madrid, their weekends spent on getaways to Paris or Milan. Intense sex, brilliant conversations, but no promises for the future. Valeria had neither the time nor the intention of falling in love. Neither did he.

Then there was Sofia, daughter of a businessman with connections in the financial world. A dazzling woman with an impeccable social calendar. She enjoyed his company because he opened doors to certain business circles, and his network of contacts was useful to him. They knew how to play the role of the perfect couple at events and galas. They were two actors on the same stage, without emotions interfering with the performance.

In another way, he maintained a sporadic romance with Camille, a French executive who worked at Siemens headquarters in Paris. He had met her at a company conference held in Germany. After the endless presentations, they had gone out for drinks at an exclusive venue in Munich. The night had ended between linen sheets and glasses of champagne, with such a level of intensity and mutual attraction that they would call each other from time to time to meet in Paris. They saw each other once a month, in five-star hotels, exploring the city and soaking up its charm. They shared luxuries, conversations in various languages, and an explosive sexual attraction. But by Sunday afternoon, each returned to their world without attachments.

Fernando didn’t fool himself. None of these relationships filled the emptiness he carried inside. But they were comfortable, controlled, risk-free. Uncontrolled love had been his downfall once. He wasn’t going to repeat the story.

Fernando had turned exercise into an unbreakable discipline. Since his student days, when running was his way of clearing his mind, he had maintained the routine with the same determination with which he approached his professional career.

Every morning, before the city fully awoke, he put on his running shoes and went out for a run. He always did it around the neighborhood where he lived. He liked the feeling of control, of pushing his body to the limit, of feeling the adrenaline pumping through his veins.

At home, before showering, he did his sets of push-ups and sit-ups. It wasn’t an obsession, but he took care of his image and his health. He knew that bearing and presence were weapons as important as intelligence in his world.

As for his diet, he didn’t deprive himself of enjoying a good meal, but he avoided excesses. Less fat, more protein, no excess sugars. He drank, of course, but always in moderation. In his environment, luxury and alcohol were part of the game, but he had never allowed it to affect his performance.

Fernando had a life anyone would envy: success, money, recognition. But in his personal life, he knew it was half empty. And his mother, with that infallible intuition that mothers have, reminded him of it every time they spoke.

	— 	Son, you have everything except what’s most important.
	— 	I’m fine, mom. I don’t need anything else.
	— 	That’s the biggest lie you’ve ever told yourself.




And although he tried to evade the subject, deep down he knew she was right.

His workdays were endless. He arrived early, before many of his employees, and left when the office was practically empty. His promotion had placed him in a position of maximum responsibility and, although he enjoyed it, it demanded absolute dedication.

His day-to-day was filled with strategic meetings, negotiations with international clients, and key decisions for the company. He coordinated a team of highly qualified professionals, reviewed financial reports, and ensured that projects progressed according to established deadlines.

Additionally, he represented the company at events and conferences. Often, he had to attend business dinners at exclusive restaurants or informal meetings at private clubs where million-dollar deals were closed. He knew how to move in that world naturally, mastering the language, the looks, the gestures.

And, of course, there was the pressure. The pressure to keep growing, to not fail, to maintain his status. At his level, a mistake could cost him dearly. That's why every decision he made was calculated, measured to the millimeter.

He had a successful life. A life anyone would envy. But in the silence of his house, when the city slept and there were no urgent meetings or calls, he felt that emptiness that he could never quite fill.

One morning, a few days before leaving for vacation, Peter called him to his office. He maintained a very close relationship with the German that went even beyond the merely professional. He occasionally invited him to dinner with his family, and they had created a strong bond between them. His wife, Enke, treated him like a son, and he had been very careful not to get entangled with Anne, the couple’s daughter, who was a stunning blonde in her early twenties studying international relations and commerce.

	— 	“Come in, Fernando,” Peter motioned to a leather armchair for him to sit down. “I need to ask you a favor. I’ve been invited to give a talk at the Polytechnic University of Vigo. It will be on Friday. But we already have everything prepared to go to Germany, and Enke would kill me if I told her we have to postpone the trip. I need you to go in my place. If I’m not mistaken, that’s where you studied, right?”
	— 	“That’s right.” Fernando quickly thought that he could take the opportunity to visit his parents, whom he hadn’t seen since Easter vacation. “It’s no problem for me. What’s the talk about?”
	— 	“It’s not exactly a talk. It’s more of a company presentation for the brightest students. Something similar to what we did with you to recruit you, but more professionalized. Human Resources has prepared a really impressive presentation. I’ll send it to you so you can present it. Afterward, you’ll need to answer the students’ questions. But everything is very scripted. You won’t have any problems. Can I count on you?”
	— 	“I already told you yes. Go to Germany without worry.”
	— 	“You’re saving my life!” said Peter, relieved. “Elke’s mother isn’t doing well, and the whole family is going to gather to surprise her. I’ll tell Ruth to book flights, hotel, and a car for you.”
	— 	“Hotel only for Friday night,” Fernando interrupted. “I’m thinking I should also go see my parents. I haven’t seen them since April...”




12

The plane began to descend gently. The day was clear and the sky was an intense blue. The city of Vigo gradually appeared through the window. From above, the waters of the estuary sparkled under the sun, reflecting light like broken mirrors. The city stretched between the green hills and the sea, with its steep streets and its port.

As the plane approached, Fernando felt a mixture of conflicting emotions. Vigo was the city where he had studied, where he had begun the education that had led him to what he was now. And although his memories of those years weren’t always easy, he was now invaded by a feeling of nostalgia that he hadn’t expected. It was the return of a man who was no longer the same, who had left behind the insecure young man who once walked those same streets, to become what he was now.

The plane gradually tilted to face the runway. The contrast of the green hills, the blue water, and the multicolored city awakened in him all those memories, not all of them pleasant.

The weight of the past seemed to disappear as the plane touched down smoothly. It was as if returning to Vigo, the city itself reminded him that he could leave the shadows behind and begin a new chapter. The noise of the landing gear making contact with the runway resonated in his ears, pulling him from his thoughts.

With a slight smile, he allowed himself a moment of reflection. Returning to Vigo wasn’t just a business trip, but also a reminder of the path he had traveled. The scruffy young man who had left that city behind was now a man dressed in a suit with an impeccable haircut and polished leather shoes that gleamed spotlessly.

Once in the terminal, the murmur of passengers, the sound of rolling suitcases, and distant voices brought back memories of a simpler life, when everything seemed like a distant dream. Leaving the terminal area, he headed toward the car rental section. A high-end BMW that had been reserved for him was waiting in the parking lot, and he felt satisfied with Peter’s secretary’s choice: It was a vehicle with an elegant design and a powerful engine.

He inserted the keys into the ignition, and the engine purred softly. The feeling of being in command, of controlling every aspect of his life, became almost familiar. As he drove toward CUVI, the gentle wind slipped through the partially open window, and Vigo’s urban landscape seemed even more welcoming than in his memories. He smiled remembering the endless bus rides to get to the faculty daily. Immediately, a pang of anguish filled his chest, but he dismissed it as quickly as it had come.

Upon arriving at the University, Fernando carefully parked in the spaces reserved for visitors, next to the main building. The campus of the University of Vigo hadn’t changed much over the years that had passed. Although the modernized buildings and new infrastructure gave the impression that everything continued to evolve, the feelings that invaded him while being there were the same he had experienced during his student days: the mixture of insecurity and dreams waiting to be fulfilled.

As he opened the car door, he smelled the fresh morning air mixed with freshly cut grass. He remained seated for a moment, observing his surroundings. Everything seemed to be in its place: the same bustle of students in the hallways, the cafeteria full of people, the green of the trees that provided shade to the corners of the buildings. A familiar place that filled his mind with memories.

As he walked through the entrance hall, his footsteps resonated with determination. In the distance, he saw Professor Oliver, his former Project Director. Oliver was a middle-aged man, with an affable but serious air about him. He had always been a professor feared by students, but Fernando hadn’t had the slightest problem with him. He could still see in his eyes that light of admiration for his students’ talent, something that was especially noticeable with him. The professor, seeing him approach, smiled and extended his hand to greet him.

	— 	“Fernando, how wonderful to see you again!” Oliver said with a warmth in his voice that made Fernando feel a lump in his throat. So much time had passed, but the feeling of being there, in front of his former mentor, made him feel as if it were only yesterday when he defended his project in this very room. “When Mr. Schneider told us he couldn’t come personally, I was very disappointed, but as soon as he told me you would be coming in his place, I was overjoyed. I think we could use your past here to motivate the students.”
	— 	“Thank you, professor. I’m very happy to see you again. Everything has changed so much since then...” Fernando replied, shaking his hand. “And of course. Don’t worry. There are so many memories and feelings that it will be very easy for me to incorporate everything into the presentation. Leave it to me.”
	— 	“Time passes, but the University remains the same, fortunately. Although, from what I can see, you are no longer the same.” Oliver said, observing Fernando’s bearing with a smile and a touch of pride.




Fernando smiled slightly, but inside, a current of contradictory emotions ran through him. He knew that the passage of time had transformed him, but he wasn’t sure if that transformation had really been for the better. Was this what he wanted? Had he truly found what he was looking for?

	— 	“Well, you know what they say, professor. Time changes you, but your origins are what mark the path.” he answered, somewhat evasively, as he began to walk alongside him toward the building where the lecture would take place.




Oliver nodded, as if he perfectly understood what Fernando meant.

	— 	“That’s true, but it’s also true that you have worked very hard to get where you are. Not everyone who reaches your position achieves it so quickly. In fact, I’m a witness to all your effort. Congratulations, Fernando.” The professor gave him a pat on the shoulder. “It’s not easy to go from being a shy student to an outstanding professional.”




Fernando, somewhat uncomfortable with the compliments, smiled, but again felt that gap between the young man he had been and the man he was now.

	— 	“Thank you, professor. It’s been a long road. Sometimes I find it hard to believe that everything has happened so quickly.” Fernando admitted, with a slightly trembling voice, but aware that it hadn’t been a simple path and that he had forced himself to walk it alone. Like almost everything he had done in his life.
	— 	“Indeed. Changes aren’t always easy to assimilate. But what matters is what you do with what you have. And what you have now, Fernando, is quite impressive.” the professor responded, guiding him toward the auditorium.




As they walked through the halls of the faculty, walls filled with old photos and posters of academic events, Fernando couldn’t help but think about everything he had left behind. The memories of long nights studying with his roommates, the existential doubts about his future, the fear of not living up to expectations. All that seemed to belong to another Fernando. A Fernando who had grown, but who somehow felt he had lost something in the process. He couldn’t shake the feeling that, despite all he had achieved, something still remained incomplete in his life.

Upon entering the auditorium, the familiarity of the room surprised him. The stage was exactly as it had been in his student days: the projector, the rows of chairs, the expectant faces of the students, some professors seated among them. Everything seemed to be exactly as he remembered it. However, as he sat at the podium, the feeling of being in front of them seemed unreal. Suddenly his mind traveled back ten years. He could almost see his parents’ excited faces. He could hear the applause of the auditorium after the presentation.

For a few moments, all those memories left him blank. But the sight of the students’ interested faces pulled him out of that limbo his mind had entered. A slight murmur filled the atmosphere of the place. The classic student buzz before a lecture. Professor Oliver stepped up to the podium while Fernando connected his laptop.

	— 	“It is my great pride to introduce this person to you,” said Professor Oliver, while gesturing for the students to be quiet. “About ten years ago, a student just like you delivered from this very podium one of the best presentations of one of the best final projects I’ve seen in my life. Today that student comes here as an outstanding professional from a world-leading company. No one better than him to show you what consistency, effort, and hard work can achieve. I leave you with Fernando Suárez, Director of Development and Innovation for the energy sector in Spain and Portugal at Siemens.”




Fernando nodded and looked toward the audience. He maintained a studied silence with his gaze fixed on the back of the room.

	— 	“Forgive this small moment of emotion. But right there sat my parents...” he said, pointing to some seats on the right. “That day I was wearing a suit borrowed from a friend... Today I return here from a completely different perspective, but before beginning the actual presentation, I’d like to emphasize what Professor Oliva said. There’s a world out there that needs you. Countless companies seeking talent, consistency, and hard work to develop. Here you have the tools to become whatever you want. Use them and you’ll find what you’re looking for...”




And so, he began his presentation, but in his mind the question that had never been resolved kept turning: had he really found what he was looking for?

Fernando left the classroom with a feeling of serene satisfaction. He had enjoyed the talk, more than he expected. The students’ questions had made him travel back in time, remembering his own curiosity when he was a student. He smiled thinking about how much he had changed and, at the same time, how little he had in some aspects.

Professor Oliver invited him to lunch with some department members, but he politely declined the invitation. He thanked him for the offer and explained that he preferred to take the opportunity to walk around the city a bit. “It’s been too long since I’ve strolled these streets at leisure,” he said sincerely. Oliver patted him on the shoulder and told him he would always be welcome at the University.

He stepped out into the fresh air and decided to walk toward the center of Vigo. He crossed Praza de América and went down Avenida de Castelao, enjoying the bustle of the city on a Friday at lunchtime. It was a bright day, with a gentle breeze that carried the salty smell of the sea. He stopped for a moment at a newsstand and bought a newspaper. It had been years since he’d done that, but that small gesture reminded him of his student days, when he used to skim through the news while waiting for the bus.

He continued walking until he reached Porta do Sol. He stood for a moment contemplating the Sireno statue, remembering the times he had passed by there barely paying attention to it. Now, with the distance of years, every corner seemed more special to him. As if time had given new value to everything.

He decided to sit at an outdoor café with views of the estuary. He ordered a beer and let the sun warm his face. He wasn’t in a hurry. For the first time in a long time, he could afford the luxury of not watching the clock. He had parked his car in the hotel parking lot, and now he wanted to walk around at a leisurely pace. Right across from the NH Collection was the seafood restaurant where he had gone with his parents every time they took him to Vigo to start the school year, and he decided to reserve a table there. All those places were part of his life. Fernando walked aimlessly for a while, enjoying the sea air coming from the port.

The restaurant hadn’t changed. The same nautical decor, the same wooden tables with white tablecloths, the same sound of plates and cutlery mixed with the murmur of conversations. He sat at a table at the back of the place, which at that hour was packed.

He ordered what he always used to order there. A Galician-style scallop, and grilled turbot. He accompanied it with a fresh, fruity Albariño that transported him back to the past. While waiting for the food, he looked around. Families sharing plates, groups of friends toasting, couples laughing with complicity, tourists enjoying Galician cuisine. He, on the other hand, was alone. He had always been able to deal with solitude. In fact, on many occasions he had sought it out. But at that moment, sitting at that table for one, he felt the weight of the years lived in solitude in a different way. It wasn’t the solitude of someone who enjoys their own space, but that of someone who realizes that something important is missing.

He wondered when he had stopped sharing moments like this with someone special. His life in Madrid was full of responsibilities, meetings, business dinners and events, but everything had an air of transience. His relationships had been short, superficial, almost always surrounded by a certain practical cynicism. Exchanges of companionship and convenience without too many complications. But what about everything else? Where was what truly mattered?

He took a sip of wine and carefully placed the glass on the table. He remembered his mother warning him that success meant nothing if you had no one to share it with. At the time, he had smiled and changed the subject, but now he understood what she had been trying to tell him. He looked at his phone. There were no personal messages, only work emails and unimportant notifications.

When the food arrived, he savored it slowly, trying to enjoy it. But the emptiness remained. Deep. Silent.

Fernando picked up his phone again. He slid his finger across the screen without realizing what he was doing. He had entered the website almost automatically, without thinking. However, as soon as the image appeared before his eyes, his heart seemed to stop for an instant.

There she was. Eva L.

It was no longer the same photograph as before, so many years ago... The new image showed an even more sophisticated woman, more elegant... and yet, more unattainable. She wore a high-fashion black dress, with a subtle yet suggestive neckline and a side slit that revealed her long legs. Her blonde hair fell in perfect waves over her bare shoulder. On her wrist, a thin gold bracelet, discreet, but undeniably expensive.

The profile had also changed.

“Eva L. – Luxury companion. Refined, cultured and passionate. Accustomed to the most exclusive environments. Experience in gala dinners, private events and international travel. Select clients only.”

Fernando swallowed hard. Each word was a direct blow to his chest. Accustomed to the most exclusive environments. International travel. Select clients only.

He found it hard to breathe. He knew what it meant. She was still with the agency.... She had become a high-end escort, reserved for the most powerful, for the men he dealt with in meetings and business dinners.

He felt a wave of anger. Of helplessness. Of desperation. He wanted to look away, close the page, pretend he hadn’t seen anything. But his eyes remained fixed on the screen.

Nuria.

Because yes, that woman in the photo might be called Eva L. at the agency, but he knew who she really was. And the idea that she was still there, after so many years, was unbearable to him.

He took a deep breath and slid his finger across the profile. There were more photos. None showed her face completely, but he didn’t need to see it. He knew her too well. He could recognize the curve of her neck, the posture of her body, even the way her fingers rested on the wine glass in one of the images.

Back at the hotel, he entered the escort agency’s website again. And then he saw the contact button.

His hand trembled slightly as he moved his thumb toward the screen. He didn’t know what he intended. He didn’t know what the hell he expected to find if he went ahead. But before he could stop himself, without thinking too much, he pressed the option to request an appointment.

The cursor blinked on the screen as Fernando looked at the contact form. A simple message would be enough to request an appointment, but it all seemed unreal to him. He hesitated for a moment, his mind torn between reason and impulse. Finally, he took a deep breath and typed:

“I’m interested in a date with Eva L. for tonight. Dinner and full service. Could you please indicate availability and conditions?”

Almost instantly, the screen displayed an automatic confirmation: “Your request has been sent. We will contact you shortly.”

He didn’t have to wait long. Just a few minutes later, his mobile vibrated on the table.

— 
“Good afternoon, sir,” said a female voice, seductive and professional. “We’re calling from Exclusive Companions in response to your request for tonight.”



Fernando swallowed hard.

— 
“Yes. I’d like to arrange a date with Eva L.,” he said, keeping his voice firm.



“Of course. Eva is one of our most exclusive companions, so her appointments require advance booking and upfront payment. Are you familiar with our rates?”

	— 	“I’d like you to remind me,” he replied, though he already had an idea.
	— 	“For dinner companionship, the minimum rate is fifteen hundred euros. If you wish to extend the appointment to full service, the total amounts to three thousand euros. In case you require a long-duration service, such as an entire night, the amount would be four thousand euros. All payments are processed discreetly and securely.”




Fernando clenched his jaw. Three thousand euros for a few hours with her. With Nuria.

	— 	“Dinner and full service,” he said without hesitation. He didn’t believe the night would last that long. It would probably end before it began.
	— 	Perfect. We’ll need a fifty percent deposit to confirm the appointment. Would you like us to send the payment details to this number?
	— 	Yes.
	— 	Any preferences for dinner? Eva usually attends the most exclusive restaurants in the city. We can suggest some venues or make a reservation wherever you wish.




Fernando thought for a few seconds.

	— 	No. I’ll take care of it. Alameda Restaurant, at nine.
	— 	Noted, sir. You’ll receive a confirmation once the payment is processed. Eva will be at the restaurant at the agreed time. Enjoy your evening.




The call ended. Fernando remained with the phone in his hand, feeling the weight of what he had just done. He had just paid to see her. For the first time in ten years, he was going to face her again.

As soon as he hung up, he felt a twinge in his stomach. What the hell had he just done? He looked at the phone screen, still lit up with the transaction notification. Fifteen hundred euros deducted from his account. Once the full payment was processed, it would be three thousand. Three thousand euros for dinner and a night with Nuria.

He ran his hands over his face. What the fuck was he thinking? On impulse, he went back to the agency’s website. He searched for her profile, read it over and over. The words were ambiguous, elegant, designed to suggest without being explicit. “Exclusive companion for high-level gentlemen. Elegance, culture, and discretion guaranteed.”

His gaze lingered on the photo. A black dress, loose, sophisticated. Her blonde hair falling in perfect waves. Her lips painted red. She was different, yes. More refined, more confident. But the tattoo on her neck was still there, visible, like an indelible mark from the past.

Fernando suddenly stood up from the chair. This was a mistake. He looked for the agency’s number on his phone. He wanted to call, cancel, say he had thought better of it. But he stopped.

What was he going to tell them? That he had booked Eva L. because he actually knew her? That he had been carried away by nostalgia and desire? That he had loved her, that perhaps he still loved her, and that now he had no idea how to face her?

It was too late. He paced back and forth across the room, feeling the weight of the hours ahead. The hours before seeing her.

He tried to distract himself with work. He answered some emails, reviewed a couple of reports on his laptop. But he couldn’t concentrate. Every time he looked at the clock, time seemed to move more slowly. The hands seemed to mock his impatience.

He showered. He shaved with precision, going over every contour of his jawline with the razor. He put on an impeccable suit, in a somber navy blue, with a white shirt and a silk tie in bluish tones. He wanted to look perfect. Not just for her. For himself.

At eight-thirty, he left the hotel and walked to the restaurant. He didn’t want to go by car. He needed to feel the fresh air, even if he barely noticed it on his burning skin.

With each step he took, his mind repeated the same question:

How would Nuria take it?

Fernando couldn’t stop thinking about it. There were a thousand ways the night could unfold, and most ended badly. She could become furious. She could get up from the table as soon as she saw him and leave, abandoning him with his glass of wine and his absurd decision. She could feel humiliated, offended.

Because deep down, this was a trap. An ambush. He had put her in the worst of situations. If Nuria still had any affection for him, any genuine emotion, the night would be hell for her. She would feel exposed, vulnerable. As if he had discovered her in a secret she would have preferred to hide from him forever.

Would it hurt her? Yes. Without a doubt. Fernando knew it. Because if the roles were reversed, it would destroy him. And then there was the other possibility. That she might feel nothing. That she would arrive at the restaurant with the confidence of a professional, with the perfect distance of someone who has learned to shield her emotions. That she would give him a rehearsed smile, polite but impersonal. That she would play her part, as she would with any other client.

That, perhaps, would be the worst. Because it would mean that the past no longer meant anything. That what he had felt for her, what he still felt, though he refused to admit it, had no effect on her current life.

Fernando clenched his fists inside his pants pockets. What if he was about to receive definitive proof that she had forgotten him? He quickened his pace. It was too late for regrets.

Nuria was sitting in profile to him, her back straight, holding a wine glass between her fingers. Her blonde hair cascaded in soft waves over one of her shoulders, with a golden shine that gleamed under the dim light of the restaurant. Her hair was perfectly styled, with that air of studied carelessness that can only be achieved with time and precision.

Her skin had a golden tone, kissed by the sun or perhaps by some makeup trick. Her bare back was a declaration of confidence, of absolute control over her image and impact.

Her eyes, smoky in bronze and deep brown tones, seemed larger, more feline. Her long eyelashes cast delicate shadows on her high cheekbones. Her gaze, though lost at some point on the table, was filled with that intensity she had always possessed, that indecipherable mystery.

Her lips were a chapter apart. Red, vibrant, perfectly outlined. A blood red, the kind that doesn’t easily fade away, the kind that leaves a mark. A color that could be an invitation or a warning.

The gold sequined top caught the light with each of her movements, reflecting it in subtle flashes. The thin straps holding it up left her slender neck completely exposed.

The black skirt, short but elegant, ended a few inches above her knees, just enough to suggest without revealing too much.

And the shoes... Black, suede, with high heels. Shoes designed to attract every gaze when she walked, to make her feel in command of each step.

Fernando felt a knot in his stomach when their eyes met. He detected a moment of disbelief in those beautiful light eyes.

She put the glass down on the table with a sharp tap. Her hands were trembling as she began to gather her purse and jacket, avoiding looking directly at him at all costs. Her perfect composure, her air of confident and sophisticated woman, had cracked in a matter of seconds.

— “This is a mistake,” she murmured with a broken voice.



Fernando didn’t move. He made no gesture to stop her. He remained cold, contained, despite the hurricane that had settled in his chest.

— 
“It took me ten years and three thousand euros to get you to sit across from me. Don’t get up now.”



She closed her eyes for a moment, as if those words physically struck her. She swallowed hard and took a deep breath, trying to compose herself. But her entire world was wobbling.

Fernando observed her in silence. Her reaction said it all. She wasn’t the unreachable and distant woman he had imagined. She wasn’t the sophisticated and calculating escort who dominated every situation. She was Nuria.

The woman who had made him tremble, who had taught him to love, who had broken him into pieces.

Nuria pressed her lips together. She didn’t know what to do. Run away. Scream at him. Tell him this couldn’t be happening. But, at the same time, she knew she couldn’t flee.

— 
“Sit down,” he repeated, with a coldness he didn’t feel.



She exhaled slowly. She hated herself for doing it. But she sat down. She ran her hand across her forehead, nervous. She couldn’t hold his gaze.

— 
“I’m going to call the agency,” she said, with a thread of a voice. “I’ll say I got sick and they’ll refund your money.”



Fernando rested his elbows on the table, interlacing his hands calmly. Too calmly.

— 
“I should have done this ten years ago,” he murmured, “but back then I couldn’t afford it. I didn’t have a penny to pay the rate you charge.”



She closed her eyes for a moment. Her chest rose and fell with broken breaths. She clenched her jaw and forced a trembling smile.

— 
“Why are you doing this to me, Fernando?” she asked in a low voice. “Why now?”



He leaned a little toward her. There was no resentment in his gaze. Just an enormous weight, accumulated over a decade.

— 
“Because I never got answers, despite trying in every possible way. Because one day you disappeared and left me with a million unanswered questions.”



Nuria pressed her hands on her lap. She still wouldn’t look at him.

— 
“You have no right,” she whispered, with a lump in her throat. “Not after so much time.”



Fernando sketched a bitter smile.

— 
“Neither did you. And yet, you did it.”



Fernando observed her with a mixture of amazement and melancholy. She was more beautiful than ever.

Her beauty had matured, had been perfected with time. It wasn’t just the youthful attractiveness he remembered, but something deeper, more captivating. The confidence with which she moved, and the studied gestures. The way her hair fell in soft golden waves over her bare shoulders, the flawless makeup that enhanced her enormous eyes and perfect mouth even more.

Everything about her was carefully detailed. Her nails, painted in a dark and elegant red, contrasted with the golden skin of her hands. The short skirt highlighted her long, toned legs, crossed naturally. The golden top shimmered with the movement of her breathing, accelerated by her altered respiration.

But what impacted him most wasn’t her appearance. It was the way she avoided his gaze. The vulnerability she was trying to hide behind that impeccable image.

Fernando felt a knot in his stomach. Ten years later, he was still unable to take his eyes off her.

The atmosphere at the table had become suffocating. Nuria still wouldn’t look at him directly. Her fingers played nervously with the napkin, as if looking for something to hold onto.

— 
“I can’t have dinner, Fernando,” she murmured, her voice tense. “I won’t leave, but... I can’t eat anything. Don’t force me.”



Fernando observed her in silence for a few seconds. Her jaw was clenched and her gaze lost on the table. Something inside him was twisting, but he didn’t want it to show.

— 
“If you want, we can go for a drink. Somewhere discreet and continue talking,” she added, as if she felt obligated to offer an alternative. “But I can’t eat anything.”



Fernando took a breath. His mind was a whirlwind, but he maintained his composure, nodding without taking his eyes off her. He assessed the situation, and realized she was close to her limit, and decided to ease the situation somewhat.

— 
“Alright. You suggest a place where we can be comfortable and talk for a while.”



He called the maître d’ with a slight gesture of his hand.

— 
“My companion isn’t feeling well,” he explained in a courteous tone. “We’ll have to leave.”



The maître d’ nodded professionally. It was evident that Nuria’s face was flushed with tears. Fernando took out his card and paid for the wine without hesitation.

	— 	“I apologize for the inconvenience,” he added.
	— 	“Don’t worry, sir. I hope your companion feels better soon,” replied the maître d’ with a slight bow of his head as he helped Nuria put on her blazer.




Fernando stood up. Nuria still avoided looking at him. She adjusted her purse on her shoulder and walked with firm steps toward the exit. He followed her.

Despite everything, Fernando couldn’t help noticing how her perfume enveloped the air around her. A scent he thought he had forgotten, but which, in reality, had remained dormant in his memory for ten years. She hadn’t changed her perfume. That aroma with citrus notes, not at all sweet, that he had loved since he first smelled it on the bus.

They walked in silence. Her heels resonated on the sidewalk with a precise, confident, almost defiant rhythm. Fernando had one hand in his pocket, shoulders slightly tense, gaze fixed straight ahead. He didn’t know what to say to her. He had waited for this moment for too long, and now that it was before him, every word seemed insufficient, wrong, or absurd.

She also seemed lost in her thoughts. She looked ahead, chin high and back straight. Her posture radiated a confidence that he knew wasn’t entirely real. He had seen the way her eyelashes had trembled when she recognized him entering the restaurant.

Finally, he broke the silence:

— “Where do you live?”



She took a couple of seconds to respond.

	— 	“Near Nigrán. In a residential complex. I didn’t want to keep living in Vigo,” she answered, without looking at him. “And you?”
	— 	“In Madrid. I accepted a job there.”
	— 	“Since when?”
	— 	“From the beginning. When you disappeared, nothing tied me to Vigo anymore, and I preferred to distance myself from all this...”
	— 	“And you?”
	— 	Well… Let’s just say that in a gated community you have more privacy than in an apartment.




He glanced at her sideways, waiting for her to say something more, to give him some clue about how her life had been all this time. But she didn’t add anything. Nuria wasn’t going to make things easy for him.

— 
Things seem to be going well for you,” she said, in a tone that sounded more neutral than she actually felt.



He turned slightly toward her and gave a sarcastic half-smile, without a trace of joy. It was the smile of someone who had learned to build impenetrable walls.

— 
You don’t seem to be doing badly yourself…” he replied, dryly.



She let out a slight laugh, more ironic than amused. “I suppose not.”

Nuria turned her gaze toward the street, watching the passing cars and the reflections of the streetlights on the sidewalk.

	— 	What exactly do you do?” she asked, without much emotion in her voice.
	— 	I’m an engineer.
	— 	I already know that,” she said, giving him a fleeting glance. “But what do you work in?
	— 	At Siemens. I lead a team for international projects.




She nodded slowly.

— 
You were always smart and hardworking. I’m not surprised.



Fernando pressed his lips together. It surprised him how much those words affected him. You were always smart. As if she still saw him through the eyes of that time. As if ten years hadn’t passed. As if she really didn’t know anything about him.

But she wasn’t the same either.

— 
And you?” he asked, without softening his tone. “How’s your… business going?



Nuria stopped abruptly. She turned her head and looked him directly in the eyes for the first time since they left the restaurant.

— I don’t think I need to explain it to you.



Fernando held her gaze.

— 
No,” he admitted quietly. “I’m afraid you don’t.



Nuria took a breath and started walking again. Fernando noticed that her pace was a little faster. As if she wanted to cut that conversation short before he said something that would break the fragile balance they were moving in.

And then, he realized something. It didn’t matter how many years had passed. It didn’t matter how much they had changed. She was still the only person in the world capable of disarming him with a single look.

She led him to a quiet pub in a basement near Fernando’s hotel. The place had dim lighting, soft music, and the discreet murmur of other people’s conversations. Nuria had chosen well. It wasn’t a noisy or ostentatious place. It was a quiet spot, secluded enough that no one would pay attention to the tension floating between them and they could talk without having to raise their voices.

Fernando followed her to a table in a corner, away from the bar. He observed how she settled into her seat with the same elegance with which she had walked down the street. He noticed that her legs were still magnificent. Toned, tanned… Her skin glowed under the light of the wall fixtures.

When they were seated, silence fell again. A dense silence, full of things unsaid. They looked at each other.

Nuria crossed her legs with studied affectation and leaned slightly forward, resting her elbows on the table. Fernando noticed how her fingers played with the edge of a metal napkin holder. An almost imperceptible gesture, but he knew her well enough to understand what it meant. She was very nervous.

And that surprised him. Because she never seemed nervous. Fernando took a breath and looked away for a second. He didn’t want to pull the rope too tight. He didn’t want her to run away.

She was the first to break the silence.

— You look different.



He raised an eyebrow.

— Different in what way?



Nuria tilted her head, analyzing him with narrowed eyes.

	— 	More... established. More confident.
	— 	Ten years have passed. I’m no longer that insecure student you knew. —Time passes for everyone —he said, leaning back on the sofa.




Fernando noticed a gleam in her eyes. He couldn’t tell if it was curiosity or nostalgia. She smiled slightly.

	— 	Yes. For some more than others.
	— 	No. Equally for everyone.  You’ve changed too. You’re still as beautiful or even more so... but you’ve also matured.




Nuria held his gaze for a second longer before looking away with an almost imperceptible sigh.

— Ten years will do that.



Ten years. A decade in which they hadn’t seen each other. In which he had searched for her in every woman who had passed through his life. In which she had built an impenetrable wall between her present and her past. And yet, here they were.

The waiter approached and asked what they wanted to drink. Fernando ordered a neat whiskey. Nuria, water with ice. When the waiter left, he looked at her curiously.

— Water?



She shrugged.

	— 	It’s late.
	— 	You don’t drink when you’re working.




It was a statement, not a question. Nuria didn’t flinch.

— Never.



Fernando nodded slowly, turning his glass between his fingers.

— 
Obviously that’s what I am... a job. You were always disciplined.



She smiled, but without joy.

— Fernando, please...



Fernando took a sip of whiskey and leaned back in his seat.

— Don’t worry, Nuria. I understand.



She looked at him. And for a moment, it was as if time hadn’t passed. As if they were still two young people in a student apartment, sharing nights of confidences and raw emotions. But they weren’t those two anymore. And they both knew it. Despite how he had changed, she immediately recognized the Fernando from ten years ago.

— 
I saw you the day you presented your final project. You were brilliant.



The impact of her words was immediate. Fernando felt his stomach lurch, as if all the air in the pub had concentrated in his chest, preventing him from breathing normally.

— 
You saw me? —he asked, his voice lower, almost an incredulous whisper.



Nuria nodded, looking away. She couldn’t hold his gaze.

— 
Yes —she finally said—. I was there, among the crowd. I watched you present your project. I heard every word. I saw how they applauded you, how they admired you. And I knew I couldn’t be in your life.



Fernando clenched his jaw. A shiver ran down his spine.

— 
“Why?” he demanded to know. “Why did you make that decision all by yourself? It was my decision too.”



She sighed and fidgeted with the glass in her hands, avoiding his gaze.

— 
“Because I loved you, Fernando. And because I knew that if I stayed, I was going to drag you with me into a world you didn’t deserve and make you suffer greatly.”



He let out an incredulous laugh, without a trace of joy.

	— 	“And what world was that, Nuria? Because all I saw was that you disappeared without a word. Not a single damn explanation. You know what killed me? That you weren’t able to face me. To try to explain yourself. I felt abandoned, despised. The awkward student who doesn’t deserve an explanation.”




Her eyes filled with tears. She blinked several times to hold them back, but all she managed to do was make them roll down her cheeks.


— 
“I never saw you as a clumsy student, Fernando,” her voice trembled. “You were the only real thing in my life, and I admired you. That’s precisely why I had to leave.”



He shook his head.

— 
“That should have been my decision,” his tone was hard, but wounded. “It wouldn’t have cost you anything to tell me the truth. To let me choose.”



She swallowed.

	— 	“I couldn’t risk it.”
	— 	“Risk what?”
	— 	“That you would try to save me. You couldn’t have done it, and it would have destroyed you.”
	— 	“What really destroyed me was not having the chance to try.”
	— 	“If I had asked, you would have given up everything for me. And I couldn’t allow that. I couldn’t bear that burden. You weren’t prepared to take on all of that. You were at the most important moment of your life, and I’m sure you would have made the worst possible decision.”




Fernando felt his heart shrink. In his mind, for years, he had imagined a thousand answers, a thousand explanations. But never this one. He had never thought that Nuria had fled out of love. He remained silent, looking at her, trying to understand. And, for the first time in a long time, he felt the resentment beginning to crumble.

Fernando felt something inside him breaking. For ten years he had imagined this moment, had prepared himself to face her with coldness, with control, with the composure of a man who was no longer broken. But there he was, and his voice trembled when he asked again:

— 
“Why do you keep doing it, Nuria? Just quit, damn it.”



She held his gaze for an instant, and in that moment, all the vulnerability she had shown before disappeared. She composed herself. She straightened in her seat and regained some of the confidence with which she had entered the restaurant.

— 
“For money, obviously,” she replied, in a tone that seemed defiant, but that he knew was just armor.



Fernando leaned forward slightly, resting his elbows on the table, as if he could somehow bridge the immense distance that separated them.

— “Don’t you have enough already?”



She shrugged, turning the glass in her hands.

— 
“Money is never enough, Fernando. Not when you get used to a certain lifestyle.”



He felt a lump in his throat. He wanted to shout at her, shake her, make her react. But his voice came out low, wounded.

— “And your family?”



Something in Nuria’s eyes hardened.

— 
“I only speak to my sister,” she said coldly. “The rest... Well, Vigo is a small city. And everything gets out eventually.”



Fernando felt a sharp pain in his chest. He could clearly imagine the scene: her parents finding out, the disappointment, the words spoken in hushed tones in pubs, in café gossip, at family gatherings. The shame. The rejection.

— “Did they kick you out?”



She smiled bitterly.

— 
“Let’s just say they made my life impossible until I left on my own.”



Fernando closed his eyes for a second and clenched his jaw. He had wanted to hate her. For years he had wanted to hate her. But in this moment, all he felt was a deep pain for her.

— “Nuria...” he murmured, not knowing how to continue.



She took a sip from her glass, as if nothing was wrong. As if she didn’t care. But he knew her. And he saw in her eyes that she did care. That it hurt her as much as it hurt him.

A long silence fell between them. A silence filled with everything they hadn't said in ten years. Fernando felt anger rising in his throat, a mixture of frustration, pain, and resentment that he had been containing for too long. He forced himself to breathe deeply, not to let himself be carried away by emotion, but as soon as he opened his mouth, the words came out like a whip.

— 
“And your career? What happened with your job at your father’s firm?”



Nuria held his gaze for a few seconds, but then looked away, as if answering was difficult for her.

— 
“I finished my degree, but I never wanted to pursue that. I had already told you that. I hated working in that field,” she said in a neutral tone.



Fernando laughed, but without joy, with that bitter cynicism he had learned to use to protect himself.

— “Of course. This is much more profitable...”



She blinked, but said nothing.

— 
“And where does dignity fit in, Nuria?” he continued, his voice lowering, but with a dangerous edge. “Where do you leave your self-respect?”



Nuria pressed her lips together, lowering her gaze for the first time all evening.

	— 	“You don’t understand,” she whispered.
	— 	“Of course I don’t understand!” he burst out, slamming his hand forcefully on the table. “I don’t understand how someone like you could end up like this! Selling your body! How can you look at yourself in the mirror?”




She closed her eyes for a second, as if gathering strength.

	— 	“It’s not that simple, Fernando.”
	— 	“Then explain it to me, damn it! Because from where I’m standing, you had a life, a career, a family... And you threw it all away!”




Nuria suddenly raised her head, her eyes bright with anger.

— “Don’t talk about things you know nothing about!”



Fernando felt something breaking in the atmosphere. For years he had idealized her, had turned her into an open wound that never healed. But now he saw her clearly. And what he saw hurt him.

— 
“I loved you, Nuria,” he said in a subdued voice. “I loved you with everything I had. And instead of giving me a chance, you decided to disappear.”



She swallowed hard, but didn’t answer.

— 
“Look me in the eyes and tell me you’re happy. That you don’t regret anything.”



Nuria tried. But she couldn’t hold his gaze. Fernando’s dark eyes were full of determination, of anger.

— “And are you happy, Fernando?”



He narrowed his eyes, as if the question had caught him off guard. He looked away for a moment, exhaled slowly, and then looked back at her with a half-smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

— 
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “But what I can tell you is that when I look in the mirror, I’m not ashamed of what I see.”



The blow hit its mark. Nuria blinked, but remained firm, not looking away.

— 
“It kills me to know that you sell yourself,” he continued, in a low voice. “It seems so surreal to me... So absurd. As if everything you once were had vanished.”



She took the glass between her fingers, turning it slowly without drinking.

	— 	“You’ve changed too,” she said after a few seconds.
	— 	What do you mean?
	— 	You seem colder. More... restrained. It doesn’t hurt you anymore to hurt me. You used to be such a sweetheart...




Fernando smiled bitterly.

— 
It’s probably the armor I use to protect myself.



She nodded, as if she understood those words all too well.

— I suppose I have mine too.



There was silence. A thick silence, loaded with things left unsaid. With reproaches, pain, memories that still burned. Fernando lowered his gaze to his glass. He turned it slowly, considering his next words.

— 
Is this really the future you wanted for yourself?



Nuria sighed, and for the first time in the entire conversation, she looked tired.

	— 	No, Fernando. But it’s the one I chose and there was no turning back.
	— 	Why?




She looked up, and for an instant her gaze seemed to strip him completely bare.

— 
Because it was easier than facing what they had planned for me.



Fernando felt a knot in his stomach. He didn’t know if that answer relieved him or hurt him more. Nuria lowered her gaze, and for the first time in the entire conversation, the confidence she had tried to wrap herself in cracked.

— 
Doesn’t it disgust you, damn it? —Fernando insisted, his voice loaded with a mixture of anger and desperation— Sleeping with any drooling old man...



She closed her eyes for a second, as if those words had been a slap. Then, in a more subdued voice, she whispered:

— 
I do it less often than you might think.



Fernando clicked his tongue, incredulous.

	— 	And what difference does that make, Nuria? Even if it’s once a year, it’s still...
	— 	I know! —she cut him off, looking up suddenly. Her eyes shone with something like humiliation— I know what it is, Fernando. I don’t need you to remind me.




There was silence. Fernando felt his chest rising and falling forcefully. Nuria lowered her gaze again and fidgeted with the napkin between her fingers.

— 
I can’t go back now —she whispered—. There are no second chances for someone like me.



He leaned forward slightly.

— 
That’s not true. You could leave Vigo. Start over. Work in something else.



Nuria smiled sadly and shook her head.

	— 	And do what? With what references? In this world, Fernando, once you cross certain lines there’s no going back.
	— 	That’s not true! —he replied vehemently— You can still get out of this. You can still...




She raised a hand, stopping him.

	— 	You don’t understand anything.
	— 	Then explain it to me.




Nuria looked at him. Her expression was hard, but deep in her eyes there was something more: pain, perhaps. Or resignation.

— 
Tell me one company that would hire someone like me.



Fernando rested his elbows on the table and looked at her intently.

	— 	Maybe they wouldn’t hire you as a lawyer, but they would as an executive assistant. You speak languages. You’re beautiful, elegant… But of course, this is more comfortable, isn’t it? —his voice had a cutting edge—. You don’t have to get up early or work ten hours for a small salary.




Nuria pressed her lips together, but said nothing.

— But it would be dignified —he continued, bitterly.



She looked away. Her nails, perfectly painted red, drummed on the table.

— 
I would have forgiven you… —he said suddenly, his voice lower, more broken—. If you had given me the chance. I would have forgiven you.



Nuria let out a slight sigh and looked at him again. This time, her expression was neither defiant nor hurt. It was calm.

— I wasn’t looking for your forgiveness, Fernando.



He felt as if he’d been punched in the stomach.

— Then what? —he asked in a whisper.



She took a few seconds to respond.

— 
I wanted you to be happy. Even if it was without me. I quickly realized the effort you and your parents were making. Staying with me would have killed you. You wouldn’t have been able to bear it.



Fernando ran his hands over his face, feeling a mixture of rage and desperation.

— And do you think I’m happy?



Nuria didn’t answer. There was no need. What could be seen in her eyes was enough. She looked away, but her eyes were already filled with tears.

	— 	That night… —Fernando swallowed, feeling a lump in his throat—. I’ve never felt again what I felt that night. I’ve never felt again what I felt during those few days. You filled me completely.
	— 	We were teenagers, Fernando. It was teenage love.




She closed her eyes tightly, as if the words physically hurt her.

	— 	Well, I’ve never felt anything like that again. And I’m afraid I never will —he continued, his voice breaking—. You destroyed me, damn it.
	— 	I did it for you —she whispered, her voice trembling—. I didn’t want you to have to bear that burden.




Fernando leaned forward, looking at her with fierce intensity.

— 
That was my decision, Nuria. If anything, it belonged to both of us.



She opened her eyes and met his gaze.

— 
We could have started a life together. In Madrid, in Valencia, anywhere...



Tears slid down her cheeks. She didn’t try to hide them, didn’t try to wipe them away.

— I didn’t want to hurt you... —she murmured.



Fernando clenched his fists on the table.

— And you decided for both of us.



She nodded her head, almost imperceptibly. The silence between them became unbearable. On the table sat two almost untouched glasses. In the pub, music played softly, oblivious to the storm raging within them.

	— 	I hated you —he finally said, in a whisper.
	— 	I know —she responded, her voice barely audible.




And then she lowered her head, buried her face in her hands and cried. She cried silently, but with an anguish that broke Fernando’s heart. Nuria wiped away her tears with her fingertips and took a deep breath before calling the waiter.

— 
A gin and tonic, please —she ordered in a firm voice, though still with a tremor in her throat.



Fernando observed her with a furrowed brow.

— Didn’t you say you don’t drink when you’re working?



She took the straw between her fingers and slowly twirled it in the glass before answering.

— 
I’m not working anymore —she replied without looking at him.



Fernando let out a dry, bitter laugh.

— Oh, really? Then what is this?



Nuria brought the glass to her lips and took a small sip before responding.

— 
I don’t know, Fernando —she finally said, her gaze fixed on the ice floating in the gin—. But it’s not work anymore.



He looked at her for a few seconds, trying to decipher her thoughts. The Nuria sitting before him wasn’t exactly the woman he had known ten years ago, but she didn’t seem to be the same one he had seen on that luxury escort website either.

— What is it, then?



She raised her eyes, holding his gaze with a mixture of defiance and vulnerability.

— Maybe it’s a goodbye —she whispered.



Fernando felt a punch to his stomach. He leaned back in his chair, running a hand over his face.

	— 	That’s for me to decide —he murmured, more to himself than to her. - I want you to come with me to the hotel. Your company is expensive. I want to get my money’s worth. - Suddenly his tone turned cold and ruthless.




She lowered her eyes.

	— 	Please, don’t try to hurt me more. I repeat, I don’t want your money.
	— 	My money is as good as anyone else’s.
	— 	Your money is. But you aren’t. You’re not just anyone.
	— 	Today I am, Nuria. Today I’ve paid like everyone else and I want what everyone else gets in return.




Nuria lowered her eyes and nodded slowly. Her hand trembled slightly as she set her glass on the table.

— 
As you wish… —she murmured. Her voice sounded tired, resigned.



Fernando leaned back in his chair and stared at her. He was being cruel, he knew it. But rage was burning inside him, and he couldn’t stop himself.

She swallowed and looked away. For a few seconds, the silence between them was unbearable. Nuria picked up her purse with measured movements and stood up.

— 
Let’s go then. If you want me to treat you like a client, your time is running out. You haven’t paid for an extended service.



Fernando stood up with the same deliberate slowness and paid the bill. When they went out into the street, the cool night air enveloped them, but the tension between them was impossible to dispel.

They walked in silence toward the car, just far enough apart not to brush against each other, but close enough to feel the invisible weight of everything left unsaid.

They got into the car but Fernando didn’t start the engine. He ran a hand over his face, trying to organize his thoughts, but found only anger and pain. When he spoke, his voice came out harsher than he intended.

— Prostitutes don’t kiss, right?



Nuria blinked. Her lips parted, but it took her a few seconds to respond.

	— 	Please don’t humiliate me —she whispered. Her voice broke slightly—. Don’t hurt me anymore. You’ve been doing it all night and I don’t think I deserve it. I would never allow a client to say the things I’ve been tolerating from you.




The cold night air seemed to seep into Fernando, chilling his lungs. He closed his eyes for a moment and shook his head.

— 
I’m sorry —he said, with a hoarse whisper—. I’m sorry. I’m not like this. It’s the pain that’s made me become this way.



There was a dense silence between them. Nuria was breathing deeply, as if trying to calm herself.

	— 	Leave if you want to —he added, without looking at her.
	— 	No. I don’t want to.




Fernando slowly turned his face toward her. Their eyes met in the darkness of the street.

	— 	It’s better if you go —he said, though deep down he wasn’t sure he wanted that – I couldn’t bear for it to happen again. Please, I release you from your commitment. As far as I’m concerned, you’ve perfectly fulfilled your job.




Nuria didn’t respond. Instead, she removed her jacket with unhurried movements, revealing her bare shoulders and the shimmer of golden sequins on her top under the light of a nearby streetlamp.

Fernando watched her in silence. Each of her movements seemed calculated and yet her breathing betrayed the nervousness she was trying to hide.

She approached slowly, as if afraid he might pull away. But Fernando didn’t move.

He felt the scent of her skin even before her fingers brushed the lapel of his jacket. It was a light touch, barely a graze, but it was enough to make all the memories he had tried to bury for ten years hit him at once.

Nuria raised her gaze and her dark eyes sought his. That gleam... It wasn’t coldness. It wasn’t indifference. It was something more. Something that to Fernando seemed like desire.

He remained motionless, his body tense, waiting.

	— 	Please, Nuria. It’s better if you go. This has been a terrible mistake.
	— 	“I understand you.”
	— 	“No, Nuria, you don’t understand. I can’t fall into this again. It’s taken me too long to put myself back together.”
	— 	“And have you? Because it doesn’t seem like it.”
	— 	“I suppose. But the toll has been too high. The damage can’t be fixed now.”




She looked at him with eyes full of sadness.

— “I never wanted to hurt you, Fernando.”



He looked away. He didn’t want to see her like this. He didn’t want to feel what he was feeling.

— 
“Well, you did,” he said in a deep voice. “You broke me. And I can’t allow myself to go through that again.”



Nuria nodded slowly.

— 
“I know. You’re right. It’s better if we say goodbye here and now. Our lives have taken different paths.”



She put her jacket back on with measured movements, as if waiting for him to stop her. But Fernando said nothing. He just watched her with a mixture of anger and nostalgia. When she reached the door, she turned one last time.

— “I never wanted to be a mistake for you.”



Nuria approached slowly, without hesitation, but with the delicacy of someone who knows they’re about to cross a line. She placed her hand on his chest, gently caressing his silk tie and, with a shuddering softness, brushed her lips against his.

It was barely a touch, an ephemeral and light contact, but Fernando felt time stop in that instant. His skin trembled and a shiver ran down his spine. Nuria’s lips were still the same ones he had kissed with devotion years ago, but now there was something different in that kiss. It wasn’t passion, it wasn’t desire; it was a goodbye laden with nostalgia, with everything that could have been and never was.

When she pulled away, Fernando felt something inside him breaking. It wasn’t anger or resentment filling his chest at that moment, but a dull, deep pain, the kind of pain that only comes from what has been truly loved.

Nuria hugged him tightly, as if wanting to imprint his smell, his warmth, the feeling of his arms around her. As if for a second they could pretend everything was different, that they were still those two young people full of dreams.

— 
“Goodbye, Fernando,” she whispered against his neck, her voice broken by tears she couldn’t contain.



He didn’t respond. He couldn’t. He just watched her walk away, exit the car with her head down, discreetly wiping her cheeks before composing herself. When she reached the sidewalk, she lifted her face and walked with firm steps toward the taxi stand, as if wanting to show him she would move on.

Fernando rested his hands on the steering wheel and closed his eyes tightly. Something had broken inside him, something he thought was already healed. But it wasn’t.

She left behind a familiar perfume, an echo of the past that Fernando had tried unsuccessfully to bury. He ran his hands over his face and broke down crying. His chest felt heavy as if he had been dragging an impossible burden for years. He sat there in the car watching her leave, perhaps forever, feeling the emptiness more strongly than ever.

Before he could reason it through, he felt an uncontrollable impulse. His mind told him it was absurd, but his instinct, the same one that ten years ago had repeatedly led him to seek answers, took control. He started the engine and, with an almost automatic movement, followed the taxi she had gotten into.

He kept enough distance not to be discovered, though he wasn’t sure if that really mattered. He assumed Nuria wouldn’t look back, as if she no longer cared what he did.

The road took them out of downtown Vigo and, after a few minutes, they headed toward Nigrán. Fernando felt a pang in his chest. He knew this road well. He had traveled it so many times in the past, on those summer afternoons when his only purpose was to enjoy a day at the beach.

The taxi continued along the main road until, a few kilometers from the town, it turned onto a secondary road. Fernando waited a few seconds before turning as well, maintaining a cautious distance. The road was narrow, surrounded by trees with few houses. The silence of the early morning made the roar of his engine seem louder than normal, forcing him to reduce his speed.

After a couple of curves, a private residential area appeared. The taxi stopped in front of a modern house with elegant lines, a well-kept garden, and a private entrance. Fernando turned off the car lights and stopped a few meters back, hidden in the darkness.

From there, he watched Nuria get out of the taxi. She adjusted her blazer and took some keys from her purse. Her walk was confident, as if that place completely belonged to her. She opened the door and, before entering, turned for a second toward the street, as if sensing someone’s presence. Fernando held his breath, but she didn’t see him or, if she did, showed no reaction.

When the door closed behind her, Fernando rested his forehead on the steering wheel and exhaled a long, heavy sigh.

That wasn’t the home of someone who was just surviving. It wasn’t a modest apartment or a discreet house. It was a luxury residence in an exclusive area.

Nuria’s words came back to his mind: “Obviously for money” “I can’t go back now” “When you reach a certain lifestyle, it’s very difficult to give up...”

For the first time, Fernando understood that it wasn’t just about a difficult life or a lack of opportunities. Nuria had chosen this path. And, worst of all, it seemed she had no intention of leaving it.
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The sound of the engine broke the morning silence as Fernando drove toward Santa Comba. He had barely slept. The image of Nuria closing the door of that luxury house kept repeating in his mind like a damned scene on loop.

What the hell was he doing? He had spent ten years building a solid life, moving away from the pain, burying feelings he thought he had overcome. And in just one night, everything was stirring inside him again with the same devastating intensity as before.

He gripped the steering wheel tightly. He couldn’t allow himself to become obsessed with her again. Not again. He had promised himself when he left Vigo, when he buried his memories and threw himself into work like a man desperate to forget.

But seeing her... talking to her... feeling the touch of her lips in that farewell... had hit him harder than he was willing to admit.

He sighed and turned up the radio volume, trying to silence his own thoughts. The Galician landscape passed before his eyes with its unmistakable greenery, with the melancholy of those lands that always seemed to keep secrets in their forests and hills.

When he took the turn off the road that led to his village, he noticed how his chest loosened a bit. There, in Santa Comba, at least he found refuge. His home was the only place where he still felt whole.

Upon arriving, he saw his mother at the door of the house, still wearing her apron with her hands on her hips. As soon as she saw him, her face lit up with a smile that reached his soul.

— 
“Fernando, fillo!” she exclaimed, quickly coming down the steps to hug him.



The scent of soap and clean clothes enveloped him when his mother wrapped her arms around him, pressing him tightly against her chest, as if wanting to make sure he was real.

— 
“Look how handsome you look!” she said, stepping back a bit to look at him better. “Although you look tired, son.”



Fernando smiled tenderly. His mother always saw beyond.

	— 	“I haven’t slept much, mom, that’s all.”
	— 	“Well, here you’re going to eat well and rest.”




His father appeared at the door, drying his hands on a cloth. His greeting was more restrained, as always, but in his eyes there was unmistakable pride.

— 
“Well, it’s about time you came!” he said in his serious tone, though with a smile hidden at the corner of his lips.



Fernando approached and gave him a firm handshake, which his father turned into a brief hug, the kind that said more than many words.

— 
“Let’s go inside, the food is almost ready,” said his mother, guiding him into the house.



The aroma of homemade stew enveloped him as he entered. The table was carefully set, as if his visit were a special occasion. In reality, for his parents, it always was.

Fernando looked around. Everything remained the same, every piece of furniture, every detail, every photograph on the wall. That house was his anchor, his refuge, the only place where he felt there was still something pure in his life. And, yet, deep in his mind, a shadow persisted. The image of Nuria, her voice, her story... He couldn’t allow it to trap him again. But how does one fight against something that has never stopped being inside oneself?

Shortly after, his brother Manuel appeared with Clara. They greeted him with a strong hug.

	— 	Well, look who finally showed up! It’s about time you came to visit us.
	— 	It hasn’t been that long... I was here during Easter. My last visit wasn’t even two months ago,” he protested.
	— 	Alright, alright,” Manuel said, raising his arms in surrender. “But today you won’t escape going out for drinks downtown with your big brother. After many years, the weekend scene has returned to Santa Comba. I hear the pubs are packed again.
	— 	Let Fernando rest,” his mother interrupted. “He looks exhausted.
	— 	Come on, Mom. A few beers with me won’t hurt him. Besides, it gives me an excuse at home... You know, Clara keeps me locked up like a monk.




Dinner continued with jokes and laughter. When they finished, they dropped Clara off at her house and headed to the town center.

One of the familiar pubs was livelier than Fernando remembered. Since the town had grown and new businesses had opened, weekends had regained that bustling atmosphere he had known in his adolescence.

The tables were filled with groups of friends, couples, and the occasional old acquaintance who never missed their appointment with beer, but also with people from surrounding areas who came to town. The music played at a moderate volume, enough to accompany conversation without having to shout.

Fernando took a sip of his draft beer and looked around. It had been a long time since he’d enjoyed a night like this, without work commitments, without meetings in Madrid cocktail bars, without conversations that always carried some hidden agenda.

— 
“You don’t know what you’re missing, Fer,” his brother said, leaning against the bar with a smile. “There’s a good vibe here again. People are going out, and there are many new faces.”



Fernando followed his gaze. At the next table, a group of young women laughed with the carefree attitude of a responsibility-free night. They wore tight dresses and carefully applied makeup, and occasionally glanced toward the bar, aware of the attention they were attracting.

	— 	“Yeah, I see that,” Fernando said with an ironic smile.
	— 	“Don’t act all high and mighty. I’m sure you have models and executives chasing after you in Madrid,” his brother joked, “but we’ve got good quality here too.”




Fernando laughed and shook his head.

— “I’m not in the mood for that.”



His brother patted him on the shoulder.

	— 	“Neither am I,” he said, looking at his watch. “Especially not at this hour. Clara will kill me if I’m any later. She’s still the jealous type...”
	— 	“Let’s go then, I’ll walk with you.”
	— 	“Are you sure? You could stay a bit longer, man. I don’t think you’d lack company.”




Fernando looked at his nearly finished beer and shrugged.

— “No, I’d better go. I’ll drive you.”



They both left the tavern and walked to the square where the car was parked. The night was cool, with that clean, pure air that could only be felt far from the city.

	— 	“I’m glad to see you, Fer. Even if it’s not often, you need to come more.”
	— 	“I come as much as I can. And it won’t always be like this. Right now I don’t have commitments tying me to other places, but I suppose someday I will. Or at least I hope so,” he replied, with more sincerity than he expected.




His brother opened the car door and got in, but before starting the engine, he gave him one last look.

— “And relax a little. It’s good to be home.”



Fernando smiled and started the BMW.

— “Excuse me… Fernando?”



He turned and saw a girl looking at him with a confident smile. Brunette, with her hair pulled back in a high ponytail and dark eyes full of curiosity. She wore a fitted dress that enhanced her figure and heels that lengthened her legs.

— “I’m Laura, I don’t know if you remember me.”



Fernando narrowed his eyes, trying to place her. She noticed his hesitation and laughed.

— 
“I’m not surprised. You were two grades above me, but I was too young when you lived in the village.”



He sketched a smile.

	— 	“Nice to meet you, Laura.”
	— 	“Want to have one last drink with me?”




Fernando hesitated for a second. He was supposed to be going home with his brother.

	— 	“Don’t be a bore, brother,” he said, getting out of the car. “I’m committed. But you’re free as a bird. I’ll take a taxi. You stay with Laura. You don’t turn down an invitation from a pretty girl like her.”




Laura smiled at Manuel’s complicity.

— 
“Well… But just one more drink,” he said, wanting to stay.



The pub Laura took him to was quieter than the one they had just left. It had more couples than the other one. The music was softer and invited conversation. Although Laura told him that in the other room, accessed through a narrow hallway, there was dance music for those who were more lively. Fernando leaned against the bar while Laura ordered two drinks. There, in that environment, she seemed to be the one in charge.

	— 	“What are you having?” she asked naturally.
	— 	“Gin and tonic.”
	— 	“Good choice. Me too.”




He observed her while she talked to the bartender. She had confidence in her gestures, in the way she looked him in the eyes when she spoke to him, in how she smiled with that mixture of mischief and flirtation that didn’t go unnoticed.

They sat in a secluded corner, away from curious glances that would surely be analyzing their every move. The village was small, and anything out of the ordinary became a topic of conversation.

	— 	“So you want to leave the village…” Fernando said, taking a sip of his drink.
	— 	Yes —she nodded—. I love my career, but there aren’t many opportunities here. Coruña seems like a good option to me. Smaller than Madrid, but with more life than this place.
	— 	I understand. Sometimes you have to leave to find what you’re looking for.
	— 	That’s what you did, right?




Fernando nodded.

	— 	Do you really not remember me? - She asked with feigned suspicion.
	— 	I don’t. I give you my word.
	— 	Well... The truth is I think I’ve changed quite a bit. I was just a girl. You probably didn’t even notice me back then.
	— 	Honestly, I must not have noticed.
	— 	And now?
	— 	Now what?
	— 	Well, if you’re noticing now...




Fernando let out a sincere laugh and nodded

	— 	Without a doubt. Now I’m taking it all in.
	— 	So you enjoy coming to Santa Comba for vacation now?
	— 	Yes, coming back has its charm.




She smiled and took a sip of her drink before leaning slightly toward him.

— And what else has charm for you, Fernando?



He noticed the suggestive tone in her voice and the look that challenged him to play along. He wasn’t sure if it was the gin, the music, or simply the feeling of being home after so long, but he allowed himself to go with the flow.

— 
It depends on the moment... and the company. I like today’s.



Laura smiled with satisfaction and put her glass on the table.

— Let’s dance.



Fernando looked at her with a raised eyebrow.

	— 	Dance?
	— 	Yes, come on, don’t tell me you’re one of those who spends the whole night holding up the bar?
	— 	“I’m not much of a dancer.”
	— 	“You don’t need to perform a choreography,” she laughed, gently tugging at his wrist. “Just move a little.”




Fernando sighed, but allowed himself to be led. The dance floor wasn’t too crowded, giving them space to move without feeling cramped. Laura moved closer than necessary, just enough for their bodies to brush against each other. She swayed her hips with ease, never breaking eye contact, her playful expression inviting him to let go of his reserve.

— 
“Well, look at that, you actually do know how to dance...” she whispered.



Fernando let a smile escape and slid his hands to her hips, allowing himself to enjoy the moment without taking it too seriously.

But Laura had other ideas. She moved a little closer, placed her hands on his shoulders and whispered in his ear:

— “I’m glad I ran into you tonight.”



He looked at her, assessing the situation. She was attractive, interesting, fun... and it was clear that, if he wanted, the night didn’t have to end there.

They left the pub with a conspiratorial laugh, propelled by the nighttime atmosphere and the mild warmth of alcohol in their blood. The cool early morning air enveloped them as Laura naturally took his arm.

— 
“There’s another good place nearby,” she said, looking at him with bright eyes. “Quieter. Shall we go?”



Fernando nodded, unhurried but not rejecting the idea. As they walked along the cobblestone streets of the town center, he felt the lightness of the moment, the sense of escape he had been seeking all evening. Laura was attractive, fun, confident. And she kept looking at him as if he were the only man in the world.

The next venue was smaller, with dimmer lights and a more intimate atmosphere. They sat on a sofa next to a low table and ordered another drink.

	— 	“You can hold your liquor well,” Laura commented, laughing as she took a sip of her drink.
	— 	“I don’t usually go out this much, to be honest.”




	— 	“Well, you should. You look good like this, relaxed.”




	— 	“Oh, really?”




Fernando noticed her closeness, the soft scent of her perfume, the warmth of her skin so near to his. Laura played with her glass between her fingers, but her gaze never left him.

	— 	“I always found you interesting,” she suddenly confessed. “Even when we were younger. But back then, you only had eyes for your books.”
	— 	“Things change,” he responded with a neutral voice.
	— 	“Do they? Have you changed?” she asked, with a provocative tone in her voice.
	— 	“A little,” he said, with a half-smile.




Laura moistened her lips and rested her hand on his thigh. A casual gesture, almost as if it had no importance. But it did.

	— 	“So... would you like to come to my place?” she whispered.
	— 	“Just like that?” The question hung in the air, leaving time suspended. Fernando felt the weight of the decision on his shoulders. He looked at Laura, at her confident smile, at her dark eyes inviting him to something simple, uncomplicated. Something that would make him forget, at least for a few hours. He could do it. He could let himself go.




Laura looked at him with a mixture of amusement and desire when he didn’t immediately respond to her proposal.

— 
“I don’t want complications, Fernando. Don’t worry. It’s just a hookup,” she said with a mischievous smile, moving even closer.



Fernando let out a slight laugh, feeling his own tension dissipate with those words. There were no hidden intentions, no promises or future at stake. Just the night and the desire of the moment.

	— 	“That easy?” he asked, with a hint of irony.
	— 	“That easy,” she affirmed, leaning in to whisper in his ear. “And if you keep hesitating, we’ll be wasting time.”




The tone of her voice, the closeness of her breath, the brush of her lips against his skin... Everything pushed him forward.

— 
“Let’s go. I’m an engineer, and I hate wasting time,” he finally said.



They left the pub laughing, with contained urgency in their bodies. When they reached the car, Laura slid her fingers along the bodywork.

	— 	“Nice car,” she commented, glancing at him sideways.
	— 	“It’s a rental,” he replied, shrugging as he opened the passenger door for her to get in.
	— 	“Even so, it suits you.”




There were no more words. As soon as Fernando settled into the driver’s seat, Laura threw herself at him, holding his face between her hands and kissing him with overwhelming passion. Her lips were soft but demanding, her tongue sought his hungrily. Fernando responded without reservation, his hands traveling down her back, pulling her closer against him.

Desire ignited with dizzying speed. Laura separated just for an instant to look at him with a daring smile.

— 
“We’d better go before they arrest us for public indecency,” she joked.



He started the car without losing his smile and drove at full speed through the almost deserted streets of the village. The road became a blur between furtive kisses at traffic lights and tight caresses over the fabric of their clothes.

When they arrived at Laura’s house, the need was already unbearable. As soon as they crossed the threshold, they kissed desperately. Laura pushed the door closed with her foot without letting go of him and laughed when Fernando lifted her in his arms and she wrapped her legs around his waist.

When they reached the kitchen, he pushed her onto the counter. They stayed there, looking at each other, breathing with difficulty. He groaned, more aroused than he had been in a long time.

— 
“Fernando...” she moaned, and he loved that pleading voice.



He pressed against her, thrusting with his hips so that she wouldn’t have the slightest doubt about what was going to happen. She immediately became aware of the erection pressing against her, and smiled. She was the cause, now she just had to rise to the occasion. He needed to touch more skin, to put his hands all over that body that had ignited him and check if she was as turned on as he was. Devouring her mouth and nibbling her neck was no longer enough.

He grabbed her by the hips and sat her on the counter, she dug her nails into his arm, but he didn't care. He began to slide her dress up with rough movements until her black lace bra appeared.

	— 	“Simply perfect, you have the most delicious breasts,” he murmured in a husky voice as he pushed the cups aside.
	— 	“Thank you,” she managed to say.
	— 	“Now open your legs so I can see the rest,” she opened them as much as she could, though the tight bottom part of her dress didn't make access easy. Fernando slipped his hands under the fabric and pulled it up until he could see her panties.




Then he positioned himself between her legs.

	— 	“Oh...” she felt completely exposed, in the kitchen, letting a perfect stranger feel her up.
	— 	“This needs to disappear too,” he unhooked her bra leaving it hanging from one arm.
	— 	“Touch me,” he demanded intensely.
	— 	“Damn,” Fernando moved away for a moment and undid his belt and the first button of his jeans himself.
	— 	“Wrap your legs around me.” It was a clear order. “Do you want to do it here in the kitchen or do you prefer somewhere else?” he asked and lifted her up, holding her by her ass.
	— 	“In bed,” she whispered, clinging to him.
	— 	“Which is your bedroom?” he asked, leaving the kitchen; he needed to lay her down, and soon.




She guided him down the hallway, holding onto his neck with her legs wrapped around him. When they reached the bed, he dropped her suddenly. Laura felt overwhelmed again when he bit her lips while removing her panties, she felt his hands passionately running over her thighs.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her black panties caught on her ankle. He kept touching her everywhere, kissing her, biting her, pinching her; she wanted to do the same and searched with her hands for the buttons of his shirt, wanting to see him, touch him, undress him as he had done to her, though only halfway, impulsively, hastily. Nothing like a slow seduction.

It was all so primitive, so different that she felt anxious to be penetrated. She observed Fernando’s reactions, behaving almost desperately. She stretched out and opened the drawer of the nightstand. She took a condom from the box and quickly handed it to him.

— 
“Is this what you wanted?” he panted, propping himself up on his arms to look at her.



She was too busy enjoying herself to respond; she opened her eyes and met his dark eyes, which didn’t miss any detail of her expressions. She remained clutching his shoulders, containing the urge to scream, to moan.

Fernando smiled, and grabbed her by the wrists, forcing her to stretch her arms above her head. “Hold onto the headboard,” he said, “tightly, don’t let go...”

— “What are you doing?” she asked fearfully.



He positioned himself on his knees in front of her, placed both hands on the inside of her thighs, opening her to the maximum, then moved them to place them under her ass and dug his fingers into her buttocks.

She let out another moan, still holding onto the headboard; in this position he put his head between her thighs, and began to lick her deeply. She loosened her fingers and let go of the headboard.

He feasted his eyes on her naked body; completely exposed, and began to trace her sex, her belly, and her breasts with his lips.

	— 	“So soft,” he murmured against her skin. “Do you taste this good everywhere?” He noticed the tension in her. “Have I told you yet that you have an incredible body?”
	— 	“No,” she whispered.
	— 	“Well, now you know,” he grabbed one of her breasts and took the pointed nipple into his mouth.
	— 	“Gentle, please…”




He wrapped his arms around her, turned over and made her sit on top of him, straddling him.

	— 	“How long has it been since you last fucked?” she whispered in his ear.
	— 	“Longer than you,” he replied.
	— 	“What would you know...?” she said between gasps.
	— 	“Are you kidding me?” he answered incredulously. “You came on to me hard! It’s obvious you do this frequently. I suppose you’re going to make me work for it, right?”
	— 	“Is it so hard to believe that I just want a good roll in the hay with you without having to explain myself?”
	— 	“You don’t say...”
	— 	“Hey. Don’t you know how to fuck without talking?” she told him between moans.




He slid between her legs and began to penetrate her with two fingers, curving them inside her, while mercilessly sucking on her clitoris, making her arch her hips. She was so close, just one more touch and she would reach orgasm. He gave it to her, but not as she expected.

— 
“Fuck!” she screamed when she felt the graze of his teeth. “Fuck! I’m going to come!”



As soon as he felt her spasms calming down, he came out from under her and positioned her over his erect penis. She let herself drop suddenly, impaling herself to the deepest part of her uterus. Fernando began to pinch her nipples alternately while rhythmically thrusting his pelvis upward. She threw her head back, unable to tell whether those pinches and thrusts were causing her more pain or pleasure.

She couldn’t understand how her body was preparing to experience another orgasm so quickly, much less reach that state of excitement. Achieving one was normal; two, a good fuck; and three, a memorable night. She was rapidly approaching the good fuck.

She screamed, cried out desperately, reaching orgasm at the exact moment he penetrated her anus with a finger. She was no longer conscious of anything, falling forward, completely exhausted, with sweat sliding down her back...

Fernando pulled out of her, quickly disposed of the condom and ejaculated on her buttocks, smearing her with his hot semen.

He watched as his cum slid down the smooth skin of Laura’s ass, while she remained motionless on top of him...

Naked on sheets, Fernando caressed her body. He kissed her on the shoulder, slowly moving down to her breast, caressed it and circled it, his teeth gently pinching her nipple. Sighs escaped from her lips. His masculine scent filled Laura’s lungs as she wrapped her legs around him like a snake constricting its prey before taking its last breath to eat it while still warm.

— You drive me crazy.



He lay down beside her on the bed and observed her, lying on her back, with one arm folded over her abdomen and the other under her head. After a few minutes of respite, Fernando went back on the offensive. After an intense foreplay, he laid her down on the bedspread and they had sex again. This time he wasn’t so rough, but the end result took her to the level of a memorable night.

When Fernando managed to open his eyes and focus his vision, he realized several things at once. First, he was in an unfamiliar room. Second, he couldn’t remember anything from the night before... Damn! He sat up in bed, he was naked and... It was almost ten in the morning. He got dressed and went to the kitchen. Suddenly he became aware of everything that had happened that night.

Laura stretched lazily across the sheets.

	— 	“Do you always do it like that?” she asked him.
	— 	“What do you mean? Didn’t you like it?”
	— 	“Of course I liked it. But man... You fuck like it’s the last time you’ll ever have sex...”
	— 	“Well...” he said, blushing, “let’s just say I had a lot of built-up tension.”




She moved closer and kissed him with gentleness, patience, and tenderness. He grabbed her by the waist to pull her closer to him, and skillfully made her part her lips, first by licking them while applying some pressure with his hand on her back; then gently nibbling on her lower lip until she yielded.

— 
“Well, whenever you want to relax and release that tension, you know where I live. Look at you, Mr. Engineer...”



They stood looking at each other. She gave him a sweet, nervous, and mischievous smile, translucent childishness worthy of an excited fifteen-year-old.

	— 	“Did you like it? I did, a lot.”
	— 	“Of course. You were way above expectations... Why don’t you stay?”
	— 	“I’m glad you enjoyed it.” —he looked at his watch— “No... I can’t, I didn’t tell anyone at home that I’d be out all night, and they must be worried.”
	— 	“How do you do it?” he asked.
	— 	“How do I do what?”
	— 	“Make me feel so carefree and relaxed around you.”
	— 	“Just by being myself. There’s no mystery to it.”




Fernando kissed her tenderly on the lips and left. Laura remained alone in her house, trying to set aside the memory of a night as intense as few others.
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The mid-morning sun was streaming through the living room window when Fernando entered the house, still with the sensation of the previous night on his skin. The aroma of the stew his mother was preparing filled the house, mixing with the laughter coming from the living room.

— 
“Look who’s showing up!” exclaimed his brother, Manuel, with a mischievous smile as he settled at the table.



Fernando rolled his eyes and poured himself a coffee.

	— 	Good morning to you too.
	— 	Good morning, champion. Quite a night, huh? —Manuel nudged him with complicity—. So? What’s your old high school classmate like?




Fernando snorted, trying to dodge the subject, but his sister-in-law, Clara, who was setting the table, was quick to intervene.

	— 	Classmate? —she asked, crossing her arms with a raised eyebrow.
	— 	A girl we met last night —Manuel explained, amused—. Very nice, very pretty. And, from what it seems, very interested in my brother.




Clara turned her head toward Fernando with a fake smile of mock indignation.

	— 	Well, well. So you’re picking up girls in town. And what about you? Not even a little call to tell me about these things?
	— 	It was nothing —said Fernando, bringing the coffee to his lips.
	— 	That’s what they always say —Manuel chimed in, laughing—. But I saw how you two left together...




Clara turned to her husband with a stern look.

	— 	And what were you doing encouraging such things instead of coming home like a married man and father?
	— 	I left before he did! —Manuel protested—. I behaved myself!




Clara put her hands on her hips. She wasn’t angry, but she wasn’t smiling either.

— 
Uh-huh... Well, if you keep up that cocky tone, you won’t be going out for beers with your friends until pigs fly.



Fernando laughed heartily at his brother’s expression.

— 
Hey, hey, I didn’t do anything —he defended himself—. See what you’ve caused? —he said to Fernando between laughs— You’re the one who took the girl home and now I’m the one getting scolded.



Clara smiled and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek.

— Alright, I forgive you... for now.



The mother of both men came out of the kitchen with a steaming dish in her hands and shook her head.

	— 	At least don’t brag about these things in front of me! And set the table already, the food is ready.
	— 	I’m on it, I’m on it —said Manuel, still laughing as he helped distribute the plates.




Fernando looked at them with a mixture of tenderness and nostalgia. Moments like this reminded him of what really mattered. As he took his seat, he thought about how comforting it was to be home, even if just for a couple of days.

In the mid-afternoon, Fernando finished putting his small suitcase in the trunk of his car and closed the hatch with a sigh. Despite having spent a good weekend with his family, he felt that familiar emptiness that accompanied him each time he returned to Madrid. Before getting into the car, his mother came out to the porch with a jacket over her shoulders and her arms crossed, as if she were thinking about something she wanted to tell him, but was hesitant.

	— 	“Are you leaving already?” she asked, though the answer was obvious.
	— 	“Yes, Mom. My flight leaves in a couple of hours.”




She nodded, taking a couple of steps toward him.

	— 	“Fernando... I want to tell you something.”
	— 	“Tell me.”




She moistened her lips before speaking, with that measured, thoughtful tone she used when discussing important matters.

— 
“I’m very proud of you. Of everything you’ve accomplished. But... son, how long are you going to stay like this?”



He frowned, not fully understanding.

	— 	“Like what?”
	— 	“Alone, Fernando. Dabbling here and there, but never focusing on something that truly makes you happy. I look at you and I know you have everything anyone could want. A good job, stability, recognition... but I also know it’s not enough.”




Fernando lowered his gaze, feeling as if his mother could see more than he himself admitted.

	— 	“I’m fine, Mom.”
	— 	“No, you’re not. And you don’t need to tell me, I can tell. I know you.” She placed a hand on his arm. “I don’t want to see you reach fifty with the same expression you have now. So serious, so restrained... as if you’re always carrying something on your shoulders.”




Fernando took a deep breath.

	— 	“Things aren’t that simple.”
	— 	“Yes, they are.” She smiled sweetly. “Find someone who makes you happy. Someone who loves you for who you are, not for what you have. Someone to share your life with, Fernando.”




He swallowed hard and looked away toward the horizon. For years, he had convinced himself that being alone was the only viable option. That after Nuria, any other relationship would be a failed attempt to fill an impossible void.

	— 	“It’s not that easy, Mom,” he murmured.
	— 	“No, of course not. But nothing worthwhile ever is.”




There was a silence between them. Then, his mother tenderly caressed his cheek.

— “Promise me you’ll at least try.”



Fernando nodded with a half-smile.

	— 	“I’ll try.”
	— 	“That’s all I wanted to hear.”




She gave him a kiss on the cheek and, with one last hug, let him go.

The drive to the airport was quiet. Fernando drove in silence, with the radio playing in the background, but without paying attention to it. His mother’s words still echoed in his head. “Find someone who makes you happy.” As if it were that easy.

He returned the rental car and went through security without any issues. While waiting for the boarding call, he looked through the airport’s enormous glass window at Peinador. Outside, the sky was tinged with oranges and pinks, reflecting the end of the day.

When the plane took off, he felt that same familiar sensation. That mixture of nostalgia and resignation that invaded him every time he left his homeland behind. He looked out the window as the lights of Vigo grew smaller in the distance.

A new Monday awaited him in Madrid. The routine, the work, the meetings, the emails… Everything that made up his life.

And yet, for the first time in a long time, Fernando felt that something was changing. Or perhaps, simply, that something inside him no longer wanted to remain the same.
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Monday morning, Fernando woke up with the feeling that the weekend in Galicia had been a mere parenthesis in his life. Madrid welcomed him with its intense traffic, its relentless pace, and its leaden sky. There was no time for nostalgia. He had meetings scheduled from early morning and emails waiting for responses.

He got up, showered, and dressed with the efficiency of someone who has turned every morning into a mechanical process. Dark gray suit, impeccable white shirt, navy blue tie. Neat, sober, professional. He had breakfast standing in the kitchen of his house in Mirasierra, barely half an hour from the company: black coffee and yogurt with nuts. Within minutes he was in his car, driving to the office in Tres Cantos.

Upon entering the Siemens building, he felt the familiar weight of routine fall upon him. Polite greetings in the elevator, a couple of jokes about the weekend with colleagues, and then, the office. Spacious, with large windows offering a panoramic view of the city in the distance. On the desk, his assistant had left him a summary with the key points of the day:

Meeting with the development team to review progress on the new project.

Call with headquarters in Germany to discuss deadlines and budget adjustments.

Lunch with a client at a restaurant. The reservation was already made.

Quarterly report pending review.

He took a deep breath and sank into his black leather chair. He turned on the computer and, while waiting for it to boot up, looked out the window. From there, the city seemed infinite. Thousands of people moving in all directions, with lives as frantic as his own.

And yet, in the midst of all that apparent fullness, Fernando couldn’t shake the feeling of emptiness. He shook his head. It wasn’t the time to think about that. He focused on the screen, opened the first email of the day, and let routine absorb him completely.

His colleagues were already starting to talk about the eagerly awaited summer vacation. Some were making plans, others already had them prepared. His recent summers had been a succession of exclusive trips and luxury experiences, always in the company of some attractive woman who fit into his lifestyle, but who never managed to occupy a real space in his heart.

The previous year he had been on the French Riviera with Lorena, a lawyer from an important Madrid law firm. They had spent a week in a boutique hotel in Saint-Tropez, between dinners at Michelin-starred restaurants, yacht rides, and exclusive parties. She was intelligent, elegant, and had interesting conversation, but everything had been superficial. There were no promises at the end of the trip, no nostalgic messages. They said goodbye with a “See you around Madrid” that never materialized.

The year before that, he had spent time in Bali with Sophie, a French woman he had met at a networking event. They spent entire days between paradise beaches, luxury spas, and sunset cocktails. Sophie was intense, fun, uninhibited. She liked yoga and meditation, and tried to introduce him to her world, but Fernando couldn’t fully disconnect. When the trip ended, the relationship dissolved with the same lightness with which it had begun.

Before that, he had been in Ibiza with a model he had met at several business dinners. On that trip, Fernando felt the vertigo of youth, of eternal nights in exclusive clubs, of carefree abandon. But he also felt the weariness of a life that, although enviable from the outside, was becoming increasingly empty for him.

This year, however, he had no plans. He hadn’t booked any trips, he didn’t have any woman with whom to share a perfect vacation. And it was at that moment, sitting in his office looking at his blank calendar, when he felt a reality check.

His life was full of experiences, but empty of meaning.

Fernando was in his office when his mobile phone rang. He looked at the screen and smiled when he saw Adrián’s name. It had been a few weeks since they had spoken, but it was never too long without news from his friend.

	— 	“Hey there, Adrián!” he answered in a relaxed tone, leaning back in his chair.
	— 	“Fer! How are you, man?”
	— 	“Good, you know, swamped with work. And you?”
	— 	“I’m calling about something important. I’m getting married, dude!”




Fernando fell silent for a second, surprised.

	— 	“Are you messing with me?”
	— 	“Not at all! First Saturday in August. I’ll be sending out the invitations this week, but I wanted to tell you personally first.”
	— 	“Damn, Adrián!” Fernando smiled, genuinely happy. “Congratulations, man. I’m really happy for you. She finally caught you.”




Adrián laughed on the other end of the line.

	— 	“I knew you’d be surprised. You always said I wasn’t the marrying type.”
	— 	“And I still can’t quite believe it. But if you’ve decided, it must be because you’re sure.”
	— 	“Not just sure, absolutely certain. She’s the woman of my life, Fer. And I want you to be there.”




Fernando felt a knot in his stomach.

	— 	“Of course. I wouldn’t miss it for anything.”
	— 	“Great. I’ll send you the invitation by email, but count on it. It’s in Vigo, at a beautiful manor house.”
	— 	“Perfect. I’ll be there.”




There was a brief silence. Then, Adrián spoke in a more relaxed tone.

	— 	“And what about you? Still the same?”
	— 	“Yeah… you know me. Work, some exercise, not much else.”
	— 	“You need to stop focusing only on work, Fer. Look at me, I’m getting married.”
	— 	You’ve always been more sociable than me.




Adrian laughed.

	— 	And you’ve always been stubborn. But anyway, we’ll talk when you come. Are you planning to arrive a few days early?
	— 	I don’t know. I haven’t made plans yet, but I have almost the entire month of August off.
	— 	Well, think about it. We’ll grab some beers with the usual crowd.
	— 	Yeah… I might do that.
	— 	By the way, Fer, —Adrian said in an upbeat tone— next Saturday is my bachelor party. Come on, man.




Fernando let out a sigh, with a mixture of annoyance and resignation.

	— 	Damn, I’d love to, but I can’t. I have a conference in Germany that weekend. No way to get out of it.
	— 	Are you serious? That sucks, man!
	— 	Yeah, I know. I’m missing out on everything.
	— 	Well, you’re only missing half of it. Because what happens at a bachelor party stays at the bachelor party.
	— 	Come on. With you as the organizer, I’m sure you have something planned that borders on illegal.
	— 	Me? What are you talking about? Everything will be very formal and proper…
	— 	Yeah, right. Now tell me the truth.
	— 	Let’s just say there will be partying. And women. And more partying.




Fernando shook his head, amused.

	— 	Well, drink a toast to my health. I’m really sorry to miss it.
	— 	Don’t worry, we’ll drink to the absent one. But at least you won’t miss the wedding, which is what matters.




Fernando smiled.

	— 	I’ll be there. Suit and tie, as tradition demands.
	— 	I hope so. Because without you it wouldn’t be the same.
	— 	Thanks, man.
	— 	Alright, I need to keep calling people. See you in August!
	— 	See you. And don’t get too crazy at the bachelor party.
	— 	Me? Never.




Fernando hung up with a smile. His friend was getting married. And he, on the other hand, was still at the same point as always. Talking to Adrián always made him feel good. After hanging up, he stared at his phone for a while. His friend was right. He had been focused solely on work for too long. Maybe it was time to start thinking about himself again.

That night, after an exhausting day at the office, Fernando arrived home. It was spacious, modern, with large windows and elegant but cold decor. There were no photographs on the shelves, no personal touches that might indicate a life shared with someone else.

He took off his suit jacket and left it on one of the dining room chairs. He walked to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. There was hardly anything inside: a couple of water bottles, yogurts, some fruit, and a container with leftovers prepared by his housekeeper. He sighed and poured himself a glass of red wine. Then, without much enthusiasm, he heated up dinner in the microwave.

He sat alone at the large solid wood table, dimly lit by the hanging lamp. Outside, the garden was in shadows, with the pool reflecting the lights from the house. He spent a moment observing the still water, listening to the absolute silence that surrounded him.

His mother’s words came back to his mind: “All that success... but you’re incomplete, son. It’s worthless if you don’t have a real life. Someone to share it with.”

It bothered him to admit it, but she was right. When was the last time he had shared a dinner at home with someone that wasn’t out of mere obligation? When was the last time he had truly felt accompanied?

He picked up his phone, almost instinctively, and opened his contacts. He scrolled through the names without much interest. He could send a message and, within an hour, have company for the night. Someone attractive, someone to laugh with for a while, someone to fill the silence. But in the end, he locked the phone and left it on the table.

He finished the glass of wine in one gulp and ran a hand over his face. He felt empty. The house, the dinner, the wine... everything had an air of scenery. As if he himself were a character in a story without substance.

And for the first time in a long time, he felt afraid. Afraid that his life would always be like this.

Days passed in the office between endless meetings and urgent emails. While his colleagues talked enthusiastically about their vacation plans, he barely participated in the conversations.

	— 	This year we’re going to Jávea, as always,” commented one of the executives in the break room. “The kids love the beach, and I enjoy disconnecting with a few good beers.
	— 	We’re doing a tour of Italy. Tuscany, Rome, the Amalfi Coast...” said another, with a satisfied smile.
	— 	And you, Fernando?” his secretary asked him kindly. “Where are you escaping to this year?




He took a second to respond.

— 
I don’t know yet,” he finally said, with indifference.



The conversation continued without him. He had nothing to tell, nothing to share. He had no family of his own to make plans with, no close group of friends to organize a vacation with. His personal life was an absolute failure, a collection of mistakes and wasted opportunities.

In Madrid, he had professional success, financial stability, a luxurious house... but he had nothing that truly fulfilled him. In Santa Comba, whenever he returned, he felt like a stranger. Like someone who belonged to the place only in others’ memories, but not in the present.

He had closed himself off from the world and now it was all coming back to him. For the first time in years, he felt trapped in his own life. Vacations should be a respite, a moment of enjoyment, but for him they only meant confronting his own reality.

What options did he have? Go to a luxury resort alone? Wander through an unknown city with no company but his shadow? For years, he had filled his days with work, avoiding facing what he really lacked. Now, when free time appeared on the calendar, loneliness weighed on him more than ever.

He thought about Santa Comba. It wasn’t an attractive option, but at least he had his family there. He could spend time with his brother, see his nephews and nieces, breathe the familiar air. It wouldn’t be the dream summer, but at least he wouldn’t be completely alone.

He ran his hand over his face, exhausted. Perhaps it was time to start changing something. But where to begin? Finally, he decided. He would go home.

That same night he called his mother. She didn’t hide the joy in her voice, and he felt a familiar warmth in his chest.
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The days passed slowly until the eve of his vacation. That night, arriving home after another endless workday, he began to pack. He had thought about wearing his blue suit to Adrian’s wedding, which was the best one he had. He decided to take it to the dry cleaner’s. He began checking the pockets to empty them of coins. He froze, with an envelope in his hand, feeling the weight of three thousand euros as if he’d been punched in the stomach. He opened the flap with trembling fingers and saw the bills, perfectly arranged. There was no note, no explanation. But none was needed. He understood instantly. Nuria had never wanted his money. It had never been a job for her.

He collapsed onto the sofa, still holding the jacket in his other hand, staring at the envelope as if it were burning hot. He had wanted to humiliate her, make her pay for the hurt she had caused him, for the years of silence, for the emptiness she left in his life when she disappeared. But she had returned the blow with elegance. Without arguing, without drama, without reproaches. Just with that envelope that said more than any words could.

He felt a pang of shame. He, who had always believed himself to be in control, had become a resentful man, capable of spending a fortune just to sit her in front of him and hurt her. And now, she was showing him that he didn’t deserve it.

He ran his hand over his face, trying to calm down. His mind was a whirlwind of thoughts. Why had she done it? Out of pride? Out of spite? Or because, deep down, she couldn’t bear it either?

He looked at the money again. He couldn’t keep it. But he also didn’t know what to do with it. He left it on the table and put his hands behind his neck, tilting his head back. He felt like crap. And worst of all, he deserved it.

The next day, during the coffee break at the office, his colleagues were talking about exotic destinations: the Maldives, Bali, the French Riviera. He simply said:

— “I’m going home.”



He gave no further explanation. After all, no one would understand what returning to his roots meant to him.

On Friday, early in the afternoon, Fernando loaded his suitcase into the trunk of his Lexus and left Madrid heading for Santa Comba. He had more than six hours of driving ahead, but he didn’t mind. That journey had become a ritual, a space of calm between his city life and his return home.

The highway was clear, and the SUV’s engine purred smoothly as he drove, enjoying the journey. There was something about those long distances that helped clear his mind. During the trip, he played music and let his thoughts flow freely, but feeling the sting of the envelope with the money that Nuria had slipped when saying goodbye in the rental car. He was now aware of the moment when she had placed it in the upper pocket of his suit, and he hadn’t even noticed.

As always, he made his first stop in Villalpando, a small town in Zamora famous for its cheese. He stopped at a store in the center of town, where he bought a cured sheep’s cheese to take home. The elderly man who ran the business recognized him from previous visits and gave him a piece to taste.

	— 	“Excellent, as always. I’ll take a whole one, please.”
	— 	“Good choice, young man. To accompany it, a good wine.”




Fernando smiled and nodded. He knew his father would enjoy it. Back in the car, he continued to Astorga, where he couldn’t resist buying several boxes of shortbread and puff pastries from one of the traditional confectioneries. He knew his mother and nephews expected them whenever he drove home.

Further on, in El Bierzo, he made his last stop at a family winery where he usually bought a couple of cases of wine. There, the owner, who also knew him from previous trips, recommended a young Mencía and a fruity Godello.

— 
“One for meat and one for fish. Perfect.”



With everything ready, he resumed his journey. The road became more winding as he approached Galicia, and the landscapes became increasingly familiar. The green tones, the humidity in the air... Each kilometer brought him closer to his childhood.

As he took the last curve, he saw his parents’ house in the distance, with its tiled roof and the well-tended vegetable garden on one side. It always surprised him how little everything changed there.

He parked by the entrance and got out of the car. Before he could ring the doorbell, the door opened and his mother came out with a wide smile.

— “About time, man!”



She welcomed him with a strong embrace, the kind that only a mother knows how to give.

	— 	“I’ve prepared your room. And dinner is almost ready.”
	— 	“I told you there was no need for all this fuss, Mom.”
	— 	“Don’t talk nonsense. Come on in.”




His father appeared behind her, with his serious expression but with a gleam of satisfaction in his eyes.

— “Welcome home, son.”



He shook his hand firmly and then gave him a couple of pats on the back. Fernando felt something warm in his chest.

	— 	“I brought cheese, shortbread cookies, and wine.”
	— 	“Now that’s the kind of visitor I like to see,” his father said with an approving smile.




His brother and sister-in-law soon appeared as well, and within minutes the house was filled with conversation and laughter.

After dinner, when the house grew quiet, Fernando decided to go out for a walk. He needed air, needed to reconnect.

The path leading to the chestnut forest was the same as always. He walked slowly, breathing deeply the scent of damp earth and vegetation. Far from the noises of Madrid, all he could hear was the crunch of leaves beneath his steps and the distant song of some night bird.

He stopped by a stream and sat on a rock, watching the water flow. For the first time in a long while, he felt a strange peace. A kind of emptiness, yes, but a quiet emptiness, without the anxiety of routine, without the pressures of work.

The sky was clear, and looking up he saw a blanket of stars that was impossible to appreciate in the city. There, in the middle of the forest, everything felt more real, more authentic.
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Fernando arrived at the Collegiate Church where the wedding ceremony was to be held with the sun gently hitting the hood of his car. He had driven calmly, enjoying the green landscape of Galicia, but in the last few kilometers he felt a slight anxiety. Weddings always had something of a confrontation with the past. And this one, in particular, meant reconnecting with people with whom he had shared an important part of his life.

He parked in an area designated for guests and took a few seconds before getting out. He adjusted the jacket of his impeccably pressed navy blue suit, checked the knot of his burgundy tie, and put on his sunglasses. He looked at himself in the rearview mirror. He looked good. Perhaps a bit more serious than usual, but good.

As he got out of the car, the sounds of conversations reached him. The reunion with Adrián and Miguel He looked around for Adrián and found him in a group near the entrance, dressed in a black morning coat, pearl gray vest, and dark blue tie. It was obvious he was nervous, but his expression was one of absolute happiness.

— “Fernando, you bastard!” exclaimed the groom upon seeing him.



Fernando smiled and approached, shaking his hand before pulling him into a strong embrace.

	— 	“I couldn’t miss it, brother. Congratulations.”
	— 	“Thanks, man. I’m really glad you’re here.”




Beside him, Miguel appeared with a big smile on his lips. It had been much longer since Fernando had seen him. He was broader now, with a well-trimmed short beard and a more relaxed air than in his student days.

	— 	“Look who’s back from the big city,” Miguel joked, giving him a pat on the shoulder.
	— 	“And what about you, you bastard? You’ve turned into a gentleman of the riverbank.”




Fernando glanced around, taking note of the female guests. All beautiful, elegant, with that natural sensuality that becomes accentuated at weddings.

One of them, blonde with her hair pulled back in a casual bun, wore a midnight blue dress with a back cut-out that gave her a sophisticated air. Her red lips and long earrings added a touch of glamour. She looked like she stepped out of a fashion magazine.

A few meters away, a dark-haired woman with green eyes and a slender body was laughing with a group of friends. Her emerald green dress fit perfectly to her figure, and when she turned, Fernando noticed the side slit that revealed a long, tanned leg.

Another, more discreet but equally attractive woman, wore a gold-colored dress with a subtle neckline and an elegant updo. She had a sweeter air about her, with a luminous smile and a curious gaze.

He allowed himself to observe them for a few seconds more. Weddings always had that electric atmosphere, that hint of seduction floating in the air.

Fernando saw her in the distance, leaning against a shiny black Audi A5. The afternoon sun illuminated her golden skin and highlighted the deep green of her dress, which embraced her figure with provocative elegance. She wore her black hair long and straight, falling with a natural movement over one of her shoulders. Her makeup was impeccable, with a feline eyeliner that intensified her green eyes and lips in a rosy tone that gave her a fresh and seductive air.

— 
“You’ve got some nerve, Adrián,” Fernando said with a half-smile, without taking his eyes off the woman. “Inviting an ex to your wedding... I don’t know if that’s bravery or recklessness.”



Adrián laughed, but Fernando noticed that his friend lowered his voice when he responded.

	— 	“Andrea and I ended things well.”
	— 	“Sure, sure... Like everyone who ends ‘well’ and keeps up the Instagram good vibes.”




Miguel, who was listening to the conversation, joined in the jokes.

— 
“Nah, what’s happening is that Adrián wanted to make sure at least one of his exes sees that someone had the balls to marry him.”



Adrián shook his head, amused.

— “Don’t be idiots. She’s a friend.”



Fernando watched as Andrea picked up her purse from the car seat and walked with confident steps toward the entrance of the church. Her heels enhanced the shape of her legs, and her dress had a subtle but hypnotic movement. He wasn’t surprised that Adrián had been with a woman like her.

	— 	“And how is the bride taking it?” Fernando asked in a mocking tone. “Because in her place, I would have made you sleep on the couch just for sending the invitation.”
	— 	“Bah, Virginia couldn’t care less.”




Miguel arched an eyebrow, incredulous.

— 
“Then she’s not Spanish. I don’t even think she’s European.”



The three of them laughed just as one of the bride’s brothers began asking guests to take their seats in the church.

Fernando entered the church, a stone temple with high vaulted ceilings and stained glass windows that filtered the light in warm tones. The coolness inside contrasted with the heat outside, and the murmur of the guests diminished when the first notes from the organ filled the space.

When guests were called to take their seats, he settled into one of the rows, feeling a strange mix of emotions. He was happy to see Adrián happy.

He automatically adjusted his tie, let out a sigh, and decided that at least for that day, he would simply enjoy the moment.

The choir began to sing with a soft, almost celestial harmony. The sound reverberated off the stone walls, enveloping everyone in a solemn and emotional atmosphere. Fernando, though not particularly religious, recognized the weight of the moment.

Adrian, to his right, was nervously waiting for the bride. He took a deep breath. His hands were interlaced and tense, and his face reflected a mixture of nervousness and contained happiness.

Then, the doors of the church opened slowly. All the guests turned their heads in unison.

The bride appeared in the doorway, illuminated by the golden afternoon light. The dress was a dream in ivory white, with a fluid fall and a delicate veil that floated behind her. She walked slowly, with serene elegance, firmly holding a bouquet of white roses and peonies on her father’s arm.

Adrian swallowed hard. Fernando saw him blink several times, struggling to contain his emotion.

“Breathe, man,” Miguel whispered.



Adrian laughed, but his eyes shone with contained moisture.

Fernando smiled. Despite everything, it was beautiful to see a friend at that exact moment when life opened up to something new. And although he tried to focus on Adrian’s happiness, he couldn’t help thinking that he had somehow always been on the other side of the coin. Observing from the outside, but not being part of the story.

When Fernando left the church with the rest of the guests, the animated murmur and the sound of falling petals and rice seemed to be part of a scene that wasn’t his own. Something hit him in the chest with the force of a poorly buried memory.

There, among the bustle of guests, standing with serene elegance, was Nuria. It was like seeing a ghost. As if time had woven a perfect trap and thrown him back into the past without warning.

She wore an elegant long burgundy dress with thin straps, made of light fabric that clung to her waist and descended gently until it brushed the floor. The afternoon light highlighted the deep tone of the dress, giving her an almost ethereal air. Her hair was swept to one side, and a delicate flower adorned the other side of her head. Her hair styled that way exposed the curve of her neck and the delicate hollow of her collarbone. There, at that exact point where the skin seemed like porcelain, where he had once placed kisses with devotion, he felt time folding in on itself.

On her shoulders rested a Manila shawl in ivory and black tones, with long fringes that swayed in the breeze. A classic and feminine accessory that gave her a sophisticated air, as if she belonged to another era, another world. Her high-heeled sandals, in the same burgundy tone as the dress, enhanced her bearing, making her figure look even more slender.

Fernando felt a shiver. She hadn’t seen him. Her gaze was focused elsewhere, lost in the scene of the newlyweds, in the happiness of others. There was sweetness in her expression, but also something melancholic in the way she interlaced her fingers over her belly. And then, when he thought there couldn’t be any more signs of that twist of fate, he saw it. The small inscription, tattooed in black ink on her neck. The haiku.

“August moon.

At the gate bursts

the tide.”

He knew it by heart. Everything he had tried to bury inside, the memories, the anger, the love that never completely disappeared, came back with the rawness of something that had never gone away. That tiny verse had been the cause of discovering Nuria’s secret. Without those oriental letters, he would never have known.

The moment of bewilderment gave way to congratulations to the newlyweds, to kisses, to photos... Gradually the guests began leaving toward the manor house where the dinner was being held. He lost sight of Nuria and headed to his car.

The restaurant gardens were illuminated with strings of warm lights, and the sound of water from a nearby fountain mingled with the laughter and conversations of the guests. Fernando had just served himself a glass of white wine when he felt a firm presence stop in front of him.

He looked up and there she was. Andrea. “The brunette with the Audi.” Her emerald green dress highlighted her curves with millimetric precision. The back neckline was a calculated audacity, and her red lips seemed designed for sin. She looked at him with a mixture of confidence and amusement, her head slightly tilted and an eyebrow arched.

“
I think we know each other,” she said, with a half-smile.



Fernando held her gaze, entertained. The game had begun.

“
I think so too. Although I have the feeling you remember more details than I do.”



She let out a small laugh.

	“	Let’s just say I have a good memory for... intense moments.”
	“	That’s useful,” he replied, taking a sip of wine. “Especially when those moments are worth remembering.”
	“	Oh my, it seems I wasn’t memorable enough for you —she placed a hand dramatically on her chest—. That hurts my ego a little.




Fernando smiled.

	— 	You’re mistaken, Andrea. I remember perfectly the two times we met. Especially the second one.
	— 	Is that so? – she said, feigning excessive interest – And what do you remember about that?




Fernando leaned toward her ear and whispered: “I don’t think this is the place or time to remember that day...”

She moved a little closer: “Was it that bad?”

	— 	Not at all, Andrea. Just somewhat inappropriate at this moment. – he said, visibly amused.
	— 	You’ve changed. Before you were a cute boy. Now you’re a genuinely interesting man.




He didn’t respond. He just held her gaze, noticing the slight glimmer of mockery and temptation in her eyes.

— 
What I wonder —she continued, tracing the rim of her glass with a finger— is if you still have that innate shyness that I liked so much.



Fernando placed his glass on the nearest table.

— Well... There’s only one way to find out.



She smiled, delighted with the response. She leaned in a bit more, almost brushing her arm against his.

	— 	I think we have some unfinished business.
	— 	Do we? —Fernando feigned confusion—. And what would that be?




She bit her lower lip before answering:

— 
Let’s see how the night unfolds. Maybe you’ll find out.



They walked arm in arm to the seating chart. It was decorated with elegant calligraphy and small floral details matching the rest of the wedding. Fernando scanned the names until he found his own.

Table 7. He read it once. Then again. There was his name, next to Miguel and his wife. Also Andrea. And... Nuria. Always Nuria. He was going to kill Adrián. He felt a twinge of discomfort run down his spine. Fate, or perhaps Adrián with his damned habit of playing with fire, had placed him exactly where he didn’t want to be. He sighed, ran a hand over the back of his neck, and poured himself another glass of wine before heading to the table.

— 
Look who it is! —exclaimed Miguel upon seeing him approach the table—. The man of the hour.



Fernando smiled and clinked his glass with Miguel’s.

— 
Don’t exaggerate. The man of the hour is in a morning coat and right now he’s being kissed by all the women at the wedding.



Miguel’s wife, Cristina, laughed heartily.

— 
That’s true. But seriously, where have you been hiding? Miguel talks about you as if you were a ghost.



Fernando raised his eyebrows and looked at his friend with feigned indignation.

	— 	A ghost? Really, Miguel?
	— 	Come on, man —he shrugged—. You went to Madrid and forgot about everything. We don’t see each other for years and suddenly you show up at Adrián’s wedding like nothing happened.
	— 	It’s not exactly like that —Fernando took a sip of wine—. We’ve always kept in touch. With Adrián it was easier, but you guys, being married and all, always had some excuse.
	— 	Occasional messages and the odd coffee when we happen to meet. That’s not keeping in touch —Miguel cut him off—. I want to know if there’s someone in your life.




Fernando laughed, but didn’t answer.

	— 	Suspicious silence... —Miguel sang teasingly.
	— 	There’s no one —Fernando finally said—. You know what my life in Madrid is like.
	— 	Well that’s boring —Cristina clicked her tongue—. I can’t imagine you at home alone with a cat.
	— 	Me neither —added Miguel—. More like with a big dog, one of those that goes with you when you run in the mornings.
	— 	I hate cats – said Fernando.
	— 	Alright, alright —interrupted a female voice—. Stop harassing him.




Andrea had approached with a glass in her hand and an amused smile. Her presence radiated confidence, as if she knew that at this table, she was the one in control of the situation.

	— 	Will you introduce us? —she asked, addressing Fernando.
	— 	Cristina, Miguel —he said, pointing to them—. And...
	— 	Andrea —she completed, extending her hand naturally.




Cristina and Miguel introduced themselves cordially, and soon Andrea settled into the conversation with astonishing ease.

	— 	So Fernando was a ghost —she commented with an arched eyebrow—. Well, that explains a lot of things.
	— 	A lot of things? —Fernando asked with feigned curiosity.
	— 	Yes. Like the fact that you’re such a closed book.




Miguel burst out laughing.

— You just described him perfectly.



Fernando shook his head, half smiling.

	— 	I’m not hermetic. Protective of my privacy, perhaps.
	— 	Oh, really? —Andrea looked at him with a spark of amusement in her eyes—. Well, you’ll have to prove that to me during dinner.




He narrowed his eyes and took a sip from his glass.

	— 	Is that a challenge?
	— 	It is —she confirmed.




Cristina looked at Miguel with a mischievous smile and whispered quietly:

— Ooh, these two...



Fernando ignored the comment with a smile and diverted his gaze, almost unconsciously, toward Nuria. She was sitting on the other side of the table, focused on a conversation with one of the men he didn’t know who would also be sitting with them. Her profile was perfect, illuminated by the soft light of the garden lamps. The burgundy dress accentuated the elegance of her neck and the delicacy of her collarbones. The Manila shawl draped over her arms with the same naturalness as a woman would have worn it in 19th century Madrid.

He shook his head slightly and concentrated again on his glass. He felt Andrea’s perfume before her lips approached his ear.

— Looks like I have some competition...



Her voice was low, velvety, with a tone that conveyed more amusement than jealousy. He barely turned, feigning confusion.

— What?



Andrea smiled mischievously and took a sip of wine before responding:

— Don’t play dumb. It shows in your eyes.



Fernando frowned skeptically.

	— 	In my eyes?
	— 	Yes —she whispered, brushing his arm with her fingers—. It’s intense. And you’re not looking at me. And that pisses me off.




He sketched a sarcastic smile and shook his head.

— You’re imagining things.



Andrea leaned a little closer to him, just enough for her neckline to subtly enter his field of vision.

— 
Maybe —she whispered—. But tonight I’ve decided to fight for you.



Fernando turned completely toward her, with a mixture of disbelief and amusement.

— Fight?



Andrea tilted her head, playing with the stem of her glass between her fingers.

— 
Well, call it whatever you want. I’m just letting you know it will be a battle worth watching.



Fernando didn’t respond. At another time, with another woman, he would have enjoyed that game. But his gaze returned, inevitably, to Nuria.

She was smiling at the man she was talking to, slightly tilting her head in that way he knew too well. A measured seduction, natural, lethal. Her companion seemed fascinated, lost in the softness of her voice and the slight movement of her hand as she gestured. Fernando clenched his jaw. It bothered him. It bothered him a lot.

Andrea noticed and didn’t back down. —This is going to be an interesting night —she whispered with a playful smile, before walking away with the same sensuality with which she had arrived.

The moment he had tried so hard to avoid finally arrived. It was inevitable. Fernando, glass in hand, found himself crossing gazes with Nuria. She turned, and their eyes met for the first time without barriers. For an instant, time seemed to stand still for both of them.

She didn't change her expression, but he knew her too well. Her eyelashes blinked faster than normal, her chest rose in a deeper breath than usual. A minimal hesitation.

Fernando, on the other hand, forced himself to keep his composure.

— “Nuria.”



She held his gaze and sketched a slight smile, the kind of smile that revealed nothing.

— “Hello, Fernando.”



A brief silence settled between them. An uncomfortable one. Heavy. Full of regret.

— 
“I wasn’t expecting to see you here,” he said, trying to make his tone sound neutral.



She tilted her head gently, letting her hair fall over her bare shoulder.

	— 	“No?” she replied with an amused tone. “What makes you think Adrián wouldn’t invite me?”
	— 	“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. You’re right. I guess it was a stupid comment.”
	— 	“It wouldn’t be the first,” she shot back, with an acidic edge that didn’t go unnoticed.




He tilted his head slightly.

— “Touché.”



Another silence. Briefer, but equally dense. Fernando allowed himself to look her over. The burgundy dress, the Manila shawl resting on her forearm, the curve of her collarbone meeting her neck, the flower in her hair half-pulled back. God. She looked spectacular.

She noticed.

— 
“You’re still one of those who prefers to observe rather than speak, huh?”



He raised an eyebrow with a slight challenging gesture.

— 
“With you I always end up speechless. I don’t know what happens to me.”



Nuria smiled with a flash of something in her gaze. Something Fernando couldn’t decipher. Before he could say anything more, someone called her from the table.

— 
“If you’ll excuse me...” she said, with a polite smile before turning away.



Fernando stood there, watching her walk away with the same confidence as always. With that walk that drove him crazy. With that feeling that, once again, she was in control.

The dinner progressed amid laughter, anecdotes, and toasts, but Fernando remained alert. Andrea too focused on him. Nuria too focused on her companion.

Miguel, with his usual humor, raised his glass and looked at Fernando with a mocking smile.

— 
“Gentlemen, let’s toast to the youngest future CEO of Siemens.”



Fernando felt a stab of discomfort in his stomach when the words left his friend’s mouth.

— 
“Miguel, man, really?” he sighed, with a forced half-smile. “We’re not here to talk about my work.”



Miguel shrugged with an amused gesture.

	— 	“It’s just impressive, damn it. Not everyone achieves that.”
	— 	“Not everyone wants to talk about it at a wedding,” Fernando cut in, without losing his calm, but making his discomfort clear.




Andrea took advantage of the moment to slide her hand gently over Fernando’s forearm.

— 
“He’s right. Let’s talk about more interesting things...” she whispered with a seductive smile.



Fernando noticed Nuria’s glance from the corner of his eye. She didn’t seem to be paying attention, but he knew she was listening.

She, meanwhile, seemed engrossed in her conversation with that man. Low laughter, long glances, a subtle inclination of her body toward him. Fernando’s blood was boiling.


— 
“Hey, Fernando,” Andrea took advantage of the silence to turn toward him with a playful smile, whispering in his ear. “What are you doing after dinner?”



Fernando took a sip of wine and smiled calmly.

— 
“I suppose I’ll stay for the party like everyone else.”



Andrea narrowed her eyes mischievously.

	— 	“That doesn’t answer my question.”
	— 	“Maybe I’ll just play it by ear...”




Before he could finish his sentence, the traditional toast to the bride and groom and their best men began. Almost all the guests stood up and raised their glasses. Nuria leaned slightly toward him and, with a smile loaded with venom, whispered in his ear:

— “I see you’re very interested in Andrea...”



Fernando turned his head toward her. Only a few inches separated them.

— 
“I also see you’re very focused on your companion,” he responded in a neutral tone, but with a sharp gaze. “Tell me something, Nuria... is it personal or professional?”



She went blank for a second. Just one. Then she smiled coldly, took her wine glass, had a sip, and without looking at him, whispered:

— “Go to hell, Fernando.”



Then she turned back to her companion and continued the conversation as if nothing had happened.

But he knew he had touched a nerve, though once again he had behaved like a jerk. He tried to apologize immediately, but couldn’t find the right moment to do so, as she was heading toward the open bar arm in arm with her companion. He sighed and ran a hand through the back of his neck, trying to compose himself. He knew he had screwed up again, that he had been unnecessarily cruel, but seeing her there, so perfect, so detached, flirting with another man as if he didn’t exist... It was driving him crazy.

Andrea, with her sharp instinct, didn’t miss a detail. She leaned slightly toward him, close enough for her perfume to mingle with the aroma of the wine.

— 
“Let’s go get a drink, Fernando,” she whispered with a playful smile. “I don’t know what the hell is going on in your head, but if you keep looking at her like that, you’re going to end up doing something stupid.”



He shifted his gaze from Nuria and met Andrea’s dark eyes, full of intentions. It wasn’t a bad idea. He needed a distraction, to break away from this spiral of self-destructive thoughts.

— 
“You’re right,” he admitted, taking his glass and standing up. “Let’s go.”



Andrea slid her arm through his naturally, as if they’d been doing it for years. She knew how to play her part perfectly.

— 
“Good,” she said with a half-smile. “Let’s see if I can make you forget about her, at least for a while.”



Fernando smiled with a hint of irony. He knew he wouldn’t forget her, but at least he could try.

The music began to get louder when they entered the area set up for dancing. When the first chords of The Blue Danube started playing, a murmur ran through the room and all eyes turned to the center of the dance floor. Adrián and Virginia stood facing each other, holding hands with smiles that said it all. It was their moment.

The first notes of the waltz filled the air, elegant music charged with emotion. Adrián drew her toward him naturally, guiding her with firmness and gentleness at once. She, radiant in her wedding dress, wrapped her arms around his neck as she let herself be led. Fernando watched them from his table, with a glass in hand. He couldn’t help but smile. Adrián, his old friend, had always been a noble guy, but he would never have thought he’d fall head over heels in love. And there he was, proving it to everyone, with a happiness that seemed infinite.

The newlyweds twirled fluidly, oblivious to everything but themselves. She laughed when Adrián whispered something in her ear, and he looked at her as if he were seeing the most beautiful woman in the world. The bride’s dress moved gracefully, unfurling with each turn, while the spotlight created golden reflections in her hair.

Around them, the guests applauded, some with tender smiles, others with nostalgia. Miguel wrapped an arm around his wife’s waist and planted a kiss on her cheek. Further away, some couples exchanged knowing looks, waiting for the moment to join the dance floor.

When the music reached its most emotional point, Adrián lowered his head and kissed his wife tenderly, provoking an ovation among the guests. Then, without letting her go, he turned her gently and caught her in an embrace that seemed to seal the moment.

The music faded gradually, and after a brief moment of silence, the room erupted in applause and cheers. It was the beginning of their new life together, and everyone was witness to it.

When the DJ announced the bride's bouquet toss, a wave of excitement swept across the dance floor. Single women were called to the center, amid laughter and playful nudges. Some participated out of tradition, others with genuine excitement, and a few, including Andrea, with a half-smile and a "why not?" attitude.

The bride, with a glass of champagne in one hand and the bouquet in the other, stepped onto a small platform. Her dress sparkled under the lights, and her expression reflected the absolute happiness of the moment.

— 
“On the count of three!” she announced enthusiastically, raising the bouquet.



The single women crowded behind her, some bending their knees in attack position, others simply laughing and awaiting their fate. Fernando, leaning against the bar, watched the scene without much interest alongside Miguel and Adrián, until he saw her.

Nuria was there, among the others, though with a more reserved attitude and standing somewhat back, as if she didn’t want the slightest chance of catching it. She smiled with a certain wariness, arms crossed, as if she didn’t really expect to participate. Her companion, that man she’d been with all night, had his arm around her waist and was whispering something in her ear. When the countdown began, he released her and gently pushed her toward the center of the floor.

— “One... two... THREE!”



The bride threw the bouquet with a wide, strong motion. It flew through the air, spinning like a small explosion of flowers and ribbons. There was a tussle among some guests who stretched their arms to catch it, but it landed directly in Nuria’s hands.

For a moment, she seemed surprised. She stared at the flowers as if not understanding how they had reached her. Her smile turned shy, even nervous. The other single women broke into applause and shouts of celebration, giving her small pats on the arm and back.

Her companion was quick to react. He wrapped his arm more tightly around her waist and, in front of everyone, leaned in and kissed her. A confident, possessive kiss, as if marking his territory.

From where he stood, Fernando felt something in his chest that he couldn’t define. Perhaps rage. Perhaps jealousy. Or simply confirmation of what he had tried to deny. She was still the same Nuria who disarmed him, who made him feel something that no other woman could. And now she was there, with someone else, holding the bride’s bouquet. A silly thing, but one that pained him deeply, because it promised a future in which he had no place.

The lights in the elegant ballroom dimmed slightly, and on the dance floor, some couples were already moving to the rhythm of a soft Latin beat. Andrea wasted no time. She took Fernando’s glass, set it on the bar, and looked at him intently.

— 
“Are you going to ask me to dance, or should I find someone else who will?” she whispered near his ear, her breath brushing against his skin.



Fernando smiled and took her hand. Andrea knew what she was doing. She pressed against him naturally, with the confidence of a woman accustomed to playing on the edge. Her body fit with his as if she had rehearsed it a thousand times.

— 
“Not a bad dancer, engineer,” she teased, with a look full of intention.



Fernando let out a low laugh. It was impossible not to notice how her body moved with studied sensuality, how each turn left her back slightly exposed, how her skirt rose just enough to reveal the smooth skin of her thighs.

— 
“I’ve had good teachers,” he replied, not releasing her waist.



Andrea glanced at him sideways and, with a fluid movement, turned around and stood with her back to him, her back brushing against his chest. She moved slowly, almost provocatively, until she tilted her head to look at him over her shoulder.

— 
“And am I going to be just another one of them?” she whispered, with a challenging half-smile.



Fernando didn’t answer immediately. The game of seduction was clear, and for the first time all night, he felt he could distract himself, if only a little.

— 
“That depends on you,” he replied in a low, firm tone.



Andrea turned again to face him and slid her hands over his shoulders, with the confidence of someone who knows they have the advantage. She moved closer until she was millimeters from his mouth, without actually kissing him.

— “Let’s go to the terrace,” she suggested. “I need some air.”



She didn’t wait for his response, simply took his hand and led him off the dance floor, amid laughter and knowing glances. Fernando followed her, aware that he was playing with fire. And for the first time all night, he didn’t care.

They stepped out onto the terrace, where the night breeze carried the faint murmur of the party continuing inside. Andrea leaned against the stone railing, crossing her arms over her chest, and looked at him with narrowed eyes.

— 
“What’s going on with you and Nuria?” she asked, her voice more serious than usual.



Fernando exhaled a long sigh. He ran a hand through his hair, as if searching for an answer that wouldn’t come.

— “Nothing. It’s a very old story.”



Andrea tilted her head in disbelief. Her gaze was sharp, as if she could see right through him.

— “Well, for something old, it still affects you.”



Fernando let out a dry laugh, without joy. There was no point in denying it.

— 
“Don’t get the wrong idea, Andrea. It meant something years ago, but not anymore.”



She turned completely and took a step closer. Her eyes shone with a mixture of interest and warning.

— 
“It means enough that you can’t take your eyes off her.”



Fernando pressed his lips together, feeling trapped. It was true. There was something about Nuria that still stirred everything up, that made the rest of the world blur. Andrea sighed and let her arms fall to her sides. She seemed to be debating between patience and disappointment.

— 
“Look, Fernando...” she said in a lower but firm voice. “Are you going to keep thinking about her or are you coming with me?”



He looked at her without responding.

— 
“I’m not anyone’s second choice,” she continued, lifting her chin slightly. “If you want to play, we’ll play. But if she’s still in your head, tell me now and we’ll save ourselves the trouble.”



Andrea’s honesty caught him off guard. He wasn’t used to women speaking so clearly, without beating around the bush, without unnecessary games.

— 
“You’re not a second choice,” he finally said, his voice a bit hoarser than he intended.



Andrea held his gaze for a few more seconds, as if gauging the truth in his words. Then, she sketched a crooked smile and stepped forward, so close he could smell her perfume.

— “Then stop looking back. And look at me.”



Fernando swallowed. It was an invitation. The music inside continued to envelop the atmosphere with a slow, suggestive rhythm. Fernando, without taking his eyes off Andrea, extended his hand in an almost defiant gesture.

— “Let’s dance.”



Andrea arched an eyebrow, amused. Her smile was a mixture of mockery and provocation.

— 
“But in my bed,” she replied, moving closer until her lips barely brushed his ear.



Fernando felt a shiver run down his neck. There was something about her that attracted him in a different way, without the emotional baggage that weighed on him with every glance at Nuria. With Andrea it was pure desire, pure present.

She turned naturally and began walking toward the exit. She didn’t look back. She knew he would follow her.

They crossed the estate to the parking lot. Andrea took the keys from her purse and deactivated the alarm on her Audi with a slight “beep.”

— 
“Leave your car here,” she told him. “I’ll bring you back for it tomorrow.”



Fernando didn’t even think about it. He nodded and got into the passenger seat. Andrea started the engine and left the premises with the confidence of someone who knows exactly how the night will end.

The journey was a mixture of charged silences and fleeting glances. Andrea’s hand rested on the gear shift, and at one point, without taking her eyes off the road, she slid her fingers over the back of Fernando’s hand.

He turned his palm and intertwined his fingers with hers. It wasn’t a romantic gesture, but a declaration.

Upon reaching the apartment, Andrea parked and turned off the engine. For a few seconds, they remained in the dimness of the car, breathing somewhat more heavily than normal. The tension between them vibrated in the air.

Andrea turned toward him, leaning in just slightly.

— “Are you coming or staying there?” she whispered.



Fernando didn’t respond. He simply leaned in and captured her mouth with a firm, hungry kiss.

Andrea moaned against his lips and slid her fingers through his nape, tangling them in his hair. The kiss intensified, becoming more aggressive, more demanding.

He pulled her against his body, feeling her ragged breathing on his cheek.

— “Let’s go upstairs,” she whispered against his mouth.



Fernando followed her without hesitation. Each step up the stairs was a promise. Each touch, a preview. When they reached the apartment, Andrea fumbled with the door, never breaking their kiss.

Once they finally crossed the threshold, she slammed the door shut and pushed him against it.

 “Take off your jacket,” she commanded.



Fernando smiled against her skin and obeyed. He pulled her toward him, crushing her breasts against his chest. His eyes gleamed fiercely, and suddenly he knew that nothing would stop the slow descent of his lips to hers. And then he kissed her, feeling her hot, hungry lips against his mouth. His desire was intense, raw and all-consuming. He wanted her.

He made her feel daring. He made her feel feminine. He awakened some kind of secret knowledge that had been buried within her, perhaps since before she was born, and she returned his kiss, moving her lips and tongue with intensity.

Fernando’s hands pressed against her back, searching for the zipper of her dress. He seemed insatiable for her. His hands wandered all over her body, testing, feeling, tasting. He wanted to devour her.

He whispered her name, moaned it against her skin. And when she responded by whispering his name, he felt his hands moving of their own accord toward the zipper. He pulled it all the way down and slid the straps of her dress, which fell to her feet. He could feel her breasts against his shirt, but he wanted more. He wanted her warmth, her scent, her taste.

— 
“I want you to touch yourself for me,” he asked, his voice heavy with excitement.



Andrea pushed him onto the bed and brought her shaved pubis close to his face. She knelt down and, just inches from his mouth, began to pleasure herself. Slowly, unhurried; sexually. With one hand she caressed her sex and with the other she pinched her erect, hard nipples.

Fernando had never seen a woman like this. It was like witnessing and experiencing another dimension. Andrea continued her movements while looking at him intensely. She moaned with increasing intensity and at one point, arched her back and rested one of her hands on Fernando’s chest. He couldn’t stop watching those reactions, those carefully studied movements, smelling her sex as she knelt very close to his face, pleasuring herself less than a hand’s width from his face.

He didn’t waste time. His hand, firm but controlled, slowly moved up her thigh, sliding his fingers across her soft skin. She held her breath but didn’t pull away. On the contrary, she parted her legs just a little more, as if that movement was tacit permission for him to continue. She felt adrenaline coursing through her body, a dangerous mixture of nervousness and desire that kept her expectant.

Fernando noticed it. He saw it in the way her thighs didn’t close, in how her breathing quickened without her being able to hide it. He moved his hands behind her and held her by the buttocks, making it clear he had no intention of stopping.

Andrea tilted her head slightly toward him, letting her hair fall over one shoulder, revealing the line of her neck. She knew what she was doing.

— 
“I like your tits,” he whispered, with a deep voice that vibrated in her ear.



She smiled but didn’t respond. Instead, she arched her back a little more, making her nipples stand out even more. The skin smooth and taut. She felt heat rising through her body as she saw Fernando’s eyes fixed on her, observing every movement, every touch, the sway of her breasts each time she breathed harder. Her nipples, already tense, hardened even more under the cold air that caressed her naked skin, causing a shiver that ran down her entire spine. She felt them sensitive, almost painful, as if the exposure made them throb with need. Fernando caught them with his hands, enjoying their softness before circling them with his thumbs in slow circles, squeezing them just enough to draw a broken sigh from her.

She closed her eyes, surprised by the intensity of the sensation. She had never felt them like this, so aroused. That slight pain, mixed with pleasure, made her bite her lip, trying to contain the moan that threatened to escape. He noticed and smiled, leaning in to capture them with his mouth while his fingers continued exploring her.

She closed her eyes, feeling the contrast between the heat of his lips and the coolness of her own naked skin. Her chest rose and fell rapidly, letting herself be carried away by these new sensations, by the transgression and the excitement of being touched.

Fernando didn’t hesitate. His hand slid firmly to the nape of Claudia’s neck, tangling his fingers in her hair as he guided her to kneel before him. His voice, low and deep, reverberated in the charged silence of the room.

— 
“I want to see you, Andrea. I want you to show me what you can do.”



She swallowed hard and looked at him lustfully. Her knees sank into the mattress. Her ass, raised and tense from the posture, was perfectly exposed to his hands. She, with confident movements, slowly unbuttoned his pants, freeing his erection as if that scene already belonged to her.

Andrea raised her gaze, aroused. Her breathing was erratic, but she didn’t look away from Fernando’s eyes.

— 
“Slide it slowly, look at me while you do it.” His tone was raw, not disguising the power he felt in that moment.



Aware of the intensity of the moment, she let her own instincts take control. With her other hand, trembling but determined, she slid down her legs again, stopping at her wet sex. The brush of her fingers against the excited lips of her pussy was enough to draw a stifled gasp from her.

She let her lips gently brush the tip of Fernando's shaft, feeling the pulsating heat against her tongue before opening wider to receive him. Her breathing was erratic, but she didn't stop.

She let herself go, quickly adapting to the rhythm he set with his hips, while her own hand continued exploring between her legs.

Fernando let out a deep moan, pulling her hair firmly while his other hand descended to one of her exposed breasts, pinching the nipple that appeared tense and dark.

— “Look at me,” he demanded with a firm voice.



She obeyed, looking up. Her lips slid more firmly, sucking and swirling her tongue around him.

— 
“Fuck... don’t stop...” Fernando moaned, pushing his hips forward while she received him without backing away.



She noticed how Fernando tensed, how his muscles contracted just before reaching climax. She knew he was about to come at any moment, but she didn’t take him out of her mouth. She was so aroused that she couldn’t think of anything else but receiving his release in her mouth. The explosion in her mouth triggered a second orgasm for Andrea, who could barely collapse onto the bed.

The bedroom fell silent, broken only by their heavy breathing. Andrea struggled to regain her composure, but her eyes remained fixed on Fernando’s trembling body, who didn’t give her time to breathe. As soon as he recovered from his orgasm, he gently pulled her hair to make her look up and forced her to look at him. His face had a mixture of satisfaction and possessiveness that sent a shiver down Andrea’s spine.

— 
“Now you’re ready,” he told her with a mocking smile. “You didn’t think for a second this was ending here.”



He wasted no time. His hands gripped her hips, lifting her up a bit more while his lips traveled down her abdomen, slowly descending. Andrea arched her back, closing her eyes and letting herself be carried away by the sensations that ran through her like a torrent, the warmth of his breath, the brush of his tongue, and the firm pressure of his fingers on her skin.

Fernando held her until he positioned himself between her legs. Andrea felt how the tip of him brushed against the entrance of her already exhausted sex, drawing an involuntary gasp from her. It was an intense touch, and when he finally penetrated her, he did it with a slow and deliberate movement that made her arch against the pillow.

A deep moan escaped her lips as her body received him, feeling completely filled. It was an overwhelming sensation, almost too much, and her hands instinctively sought to grip Fernando’s arms.

Fernando, aware of Andrea’s every reaction, leaned over her, his lips seeking hers in a hungry kiss as he began to move, setting a rhythm that seemed designed to push her to the limit. But he didn’t stop there. After a few minutes, he took her by the thighs and lifted her with ease, positioning her on the pillow.

She, completely surrendered, let Fernando guide every movement. Her body molded to his, and the deeper angle made her moan with each thrust. She felt how he filled her in a way she had never experienced before, her skin burned at the contact, and every time he leaned over her, her breasts brushed against his torso, sending waves of pleasure that were reflected in her increasingly intense moans.

Controlling his own intensity, Fernando leaned back, taking Andrea by the hips and lifting her with ease. He turned her skillfully, placing her straddling him. Now it was she who set the rhythm, her body fitting perfectly with his, moving in a slow sway that made her aware of every inch that filled her.

Andrea arched her back, letting out a gasp that was half pleasure, half provocation, as she looked down at Fernando.

	— 	“Do you like it?” she murmured with a passion-filled smile. She didn’t wait for an answer; she didn’t need one. She leaned forward, causing a deeper grunt from Fernando as she pressed her hips against him, and added in a low tone, but full of intention: “God, you fuck so well...!”




Andrea’s rhythm began to lose control, her movements more erratic as her body sought to release the tension that built with each thrust. Fernando, noticing how she approached the edge, took control again. His hands gripped her hips, guiding her to a rhythm that wouldn’t make him come too soon.

She screamed, her voice filled with raw pleasure, her nails scratching Fernando’s chest as a wave of spasms ran through her, tearing an orgasm from her that left her trembling. Her body arched backward, her legs tightening forcefully around him as every fiber of her being seemed to collapse in a torrent of sensations.

But Fernando didn’t stop. He flipped her over roughly and penetrated her on all fours. With concentration and desire, he continued thrusting into her with brutal intensity, each movement seeming like an act of liberation of all his contained fury. His hands went down to Andrea’s buttocks, squeezing them hard before delivering a spank that resonated in the room, drawing a muffled moan from her.

— 
“Where do you want it now?” Fernando moaned with a deep voice, loaded with desire.



She didn't have time to respond. She felt his hot semen on her buttocks, and Fernando collapsing exhausted beside her. The bedroom fell silent for a moment, broken only by their heavy breathing. Andrea leaned against Fernando's chest, her body covered in sweat, her legs trembling as her mind tried to process what had just happened. Fernando, with a triumphant smile, slowly caressed her back, satisfied with having taken her to that point.

She lifted her head slightly, seeking his gaze. Fernando responded with a smile, his dark eyes full of indestructible confidence. Without saying anything, he leaned in and placed a kiss on her lips.

	— 	“Holy shit, man! Do you always do it like that...?” she said, stretching like a cat on the bed.
	— 	“What do you mean?”
	— 	“Damn. It was like you hadn’t been with a woman for twenty years.”
	— 	“It was very intense, yes.”
	— 	“Intense?” she laughed. “It was fucking amazing.”
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Andrea leaned against the balcony railing with her eyes half-closed. The sun shone with an intensity that almost hurt after a night of excess. The fresh air cleared her hangover a bit, but her head still felt heavy.

From the bathroom, the sound of shower water mixed with the street noise. Fernando was still inside, unaware of her presence on the balcony.

— 
“It’s a spectacular day,” she said loudly, turning her head toward the half-open door.



Fernando took a few seconds to answer. He came out wrapped in a towel, with wet hair and skin still warm from the hot water.

— 
“Is it?” he asked, drying his hair with another towel. “I hadn’t noticed.”



Andrea smiled with an amused look.

— “We could go to the beach. Would you like that?”



Fernando looked at her, as if evaluating the proposal.

	— 	“I don’t have a swimsuit,” he said simply.
	— 	“We can go to a nude beach. If that’s the problem... Or are you shy?”
	— 	“Yeah, right, and I’m wearing a suit.”
	— 	“You have clothes at the hotel, don’t you? We’ll stop by to pick them up and then go. But if you don’t feel like it...”
	— 	“I do feel like it. Nothing better than lying in the sun after last night’s intensity.” He hesitated for a moment. He didn’t have any better plans. And after all, a morning by the sea seemed more attractive than staying in the room dealing with his hangover. “Okay,” he accepted.




Shortly after, following a quick stop at his hotel, they arrived at the beach. They looked for a secluded spot, away from families and noisy children. Andrea spread out her towel with the ease of someone who has repeated the gesture hundreds of times. She removed the top of her bikini without any modesty and lay on her back.

Fernando settled beside her, with his sunglasses on and his hands crossed over his stomach.

— 
“Do you mind?” Andrea asked, turning her head toward him.



Fernando shrugged.

— 
“No. It’s always nice to see a body like yours naked.”



She smiled mischievously.

	— 	“I like that about you. You don’t seem like someone who gets scandalized easily.”
	— 	“Especially not after what happened last night,” he said.
	— 	“The truth is I got carried away. Between the alcohol and the excitement from all that teasing, I was really turned on.”
	— 	“I noticed, I noticed,” he said with a laugh.
	— 	“You weren’t exactly still yourself...” she sat up and lifted her sunglasses.




Fernando didn’t respond. He gazed at the sea with a distant look, while the salty breeze caressed his skin. For a moment, he almost felt at peace.

— “Are you going to tell me about you and Nuria?”



Fernando exhaled slowly, his gaze fixed on the horizon. The sun glistened on the waves, but he barely noticed it. He could feel Andrea’s presence beside him, her body relaxed on the towel, but his mind was in another time, another life.

	— 	“Do you want the short version or the long one?” he asked, without turning toward her.
	— 	“The real one,” Andrea replied without hesitation.




Fernando gave a bitter smile. The truth... How long had it been since he’d spoken it aloud.

— 
“We met in college. It was... intense. One of those loves that shakes you up, that turns everything upside down. I was just a kid, but there was nothing childish about what we had. I fell head over heels.”



Andrea said nothing. She just listened, her eyes half-closed and the breeze tousling her hair.

	— 	“It didn’t last long. Very brief. But it was... damn, it was everything. Much more than just one night. But the next day she completely disappeared from my life.”
	— 	“Disappeared?” repeated Andrea, frowning.




Fernando nodded.

— 
“She vanished. Wouldn’t answer my calls, didn’t respond to my messages. It was as if she’d never existed.”



He paused. His chest felt heavy, even though ten years had passed.

	— 	“It took me a while to find out why. She didn’t want me to know. She hid it until it was impossible to conceal anymore.”
	— 	“What was it?”




Fernando ran a hand over his face, but he didn’t want to tell her the truth. That was part of something very private that he wasn’t willing to share with anyone.

— “Things happened... And I found out.”



Andrea propped herself up a little on one elbow.

	— 	Was she unfaithful?
	— 	You could say that... I guess I was too naive. Too stupid.




Andrea remained silent for a few seconds, processing the information.

— Did you see her again after that?



Fernando let out a dry laugh.

— 
Yes. Very recently. And I confirmed that the wound is still open.



The silence between them grew heavy. Andrea blinked slowly, trying to digest the confession.

— I see... —she murmured.



Fernando laughed again, but without joy. Andrea took a deep breath and lay back down, looking at the sky.

	— 	Now I understand everything —she said.
	— 	What?
	— 	That you’re messed up. That you can’t get her out of your head.




Fernando didn’t respond. Because despite the sugar-coated version he’d shared, it was true.

— 
Anyway —she said– it’s not impossible to forgive something like that. It’s not easy to accept, but it can be done. Do you feel capable?



Fernando sighed, letting the sea breeze ruffle his damp hair. He had no answer for that. Could someone live with something like that? With the image of Nuria with other men? With the past she carried?

Andrea slowly sat up, looking at him seriously.

— 
Look, Fernando, I’m not a child. I don’t mind that you had a past with another woman, we all do. What bothers me is that you’re still trapped in it.



Fernando looked away. He didn’t want to admit it, but she was right.

	— 	It’s complicated...
	— 	No, it’s not —Andrea interrupted firmly—. It’s black or white. Either you can live with her past or you can’t. Either you forgive her or you don’t. There’s no middle ground.




Fernando ran a hand over his face.

	— 	It’s not just the past, Andrea... It’s the present.
	— 	Then ask yourself if you can live with that. If you can look to the future without her history eating away at you. Because I’ll tell you something, Fernando —she said, leaning toward him—. If you can’t, you’ll never be happy with her.




He closed his eyes for a second, feeling the weight of those words.

— And if I’m not sure... what then?



Andrea shrugged.

— 
Then stop screwing up your life. Stop looking for her. Stop torturing yourself. And stop wasting other women’s time.



Fernando looked at her in silence. He knew she was right. But admitting it was another story.

Fernando looked at her intently, with that mixture of frustration and resignation that had accompanied him since Nuria had returned to his life.

— “I don’t want to waste your time, Andrea.”



She nodded slowly, as if she had been expecting those words. As if she had known from the beginning that this wasn’t going anywhere.

— 
“I know,” she said with a bitter half-smile. “And I can’t try anything with a man who’s in love with someone else. I couldn’t live with that.”



Fernando looked away toward the sea, searching for an answer that could anchor him. A lie he could believe.

— “Nuria is my past.”



Andrea snorted and shook her head.

— “You know that’s not true. Don’t fool yourself.”



He frowned, with that stubbornness that emerges when one tries to convince oneself of the impossible.

— “I like you, Andrea.”



She moved closer, close enough for her sweet scent of sunscreen to envelop him, but with just enough distance for him to understand she wasn’t playing games.

— 
“You like me,” she repeated in a soft voice. “But you love her.”



Fernando closed his eyes for a second. He couldn’t deny it. Not in front of Andrea, who saw him with a clarity he didn’t have himself.

— 
“It’s just a matter of time before I forget her,” he said, almost in a whisper.



Andrea smiled sadly.

— 
“You don’t forget someone like that, Fernando. You either decide to live with it... or you decide to move on. But you can’t stay in the middle, because that will destroy you and whoever gets in your way.”



He sighed, feeling the weight of that truth. Because, deep down, he knew Andrea was right.

They continued lying in the sun in silence. Everything had been said between them. They got into the car silently. Andrea leaned back against the seat and closed her eyes after putting on her sunglasses. Despite her resolute tone, Fernando knew the situation wasn’t indifferent to her.

He started the engine and they left the beach. The road wound along the coast, the sun still high in the sky. He lowered the window slightly and let the sea breeze in. It smelled of salt and summer. But something between them had already cooled.

— 
“You don’t seem like the type of man who deceives himself,” she said suddenly, without looking at him. “Nor one who lets himself get dragged into something that makes no sense.”



He didn’t respond. His eyes were fixed on the road, but his mind was elsewhere. On another woman. On another story he had never closed.

When they reached the hotel, Andrea double-parked and turned off the engine. She turned to him.

— “It’s been a pleasure, Andrea.”



She took off her sunglasses and looked at him intently.

— 
“I know.” She smiled, but this time without a trace of flirtation. Just a genuine, resigned smile. Then, before he got out of the car, she added, “I hope you find what you’re looking for.”



Fernando watched her start the car and merge into traffic. A strand of her hair, damp with salt, moved in the breeze. She was beautiful, fun, straightforward... Everything he should want in a woman. But his heart was elsewhere.
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Fernando knew he had unfinished business, and he swore to himself that this time he wouldn’t leave it that way. His life had been marked by unfinished situations, by unspoken words and guilty silences. Never again would he leave anything half-done when it came to his feelings. The cost had been a life of solitude.

He parked the car in front of Nuria’s house and turned off the engine. He sat for a few seconds with his hands gripping the steering wheel, trying to control the feeling of vertigo that invaded him. His heart was beating too fast, as if his body knew he was about to do something important, even though his mind still had doubts.

He couldn’t keep ignoring what he felt. Or lying to himself. He had been cruel to her at the wedding. He had wanted to hurt her, to take revenge for everything he had suffered in the past. But now, with a clear head, he only felt remorse. Nuria never deserved his humiliations, and he had deserved it when she told him to go to hell.

He took a deep breath, got out of the car and walked to the door. The evening sun painted the facade with warm tones, but he only felt the cold in his chest. He raised his hand and rang the doorbell.

He waited a few seconds and rang again. This time more insistently. Maybe she wasn’t home. Or maybe she simply didn’t want to see him.

Time stretched out unbearably. Just when he was about to give up, he heard footsteps on the other side of the door. A subtle sound, but enough to make him hold his breath.

The lock turned slowly. The door opened just a few inches, and then he saw her.

She was barefoot, with her hair loose and wearing a light blouse. She looked like she had just stepped out of the shower, as if her day had been completely calm... until she saw him.

Her expression changed from confusion to coldness in a second. She observed him cautiously, as if evaluating whether it was worth listening to him.

Fernando swallowed. Now he had to speak. Now he had to fix everything he had ruined.

Fernando felt a lump in his throat when he saw her there, so serene, so firm, while he was crumbling inside.

He had rehearsed what he was going to say to her, had tried to convince himself that he could handle the situation with dignity. But at that moment, with Nuria looking at him with those cold, distant eyes, all his composure shattered.

— 
“Nuria...” His voice sounded rough, as if the words were scratching him from within.



She said nothing. She just held his gaze with an impassive expression. She was a wall.

	— 	“I need to talk to you,” he insisted, trying to maintain control. “Please.”
	— 	“This isn’t a good time.”




The blow was dry, like a door closing in his face.

Fernando felt his stomach tighten. He had expected resistance, but not that absolute emptiness in her voice.

	— 	“I know you don’t want to see me. I understand. But I’m not leaving without saying what I need to say.”
	— 	“You already told me everything at the wedding. More than I wanted to hear.”




He closed his eyes for a moment. Every word he had thrown that night now came back like an echo, hitting him mercilessly.

— 
“I was wrong,” he whispered. “I was a bastard. A coward. I wanted to hurt you. And I succeeded, didn’t I?”



Nuria remained silent. But something in her gaze changed. Fernando clenched his fists, trying to contain the trembling in his hands. He couldn’t lose the opportunity again.

	— 	“I don’t want to humiliate you, Nuria. I never wanted to...” His voice broke. He ran a hand through his hair, desperate. He was a mess. Watery eyes, trembling hands, and the guilt of what he had said weighing on him like a tombstone. The heat pressed against his chest, but it had nothing to do with the temperature.
	— 	“God... Nuria,” he whispered, his eyes burning. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry...”




His breathing was agitated. He was broken. And then she saw it. She saw beyond the man who had looked at her with contempt at the wedding. She saw beyond the reproach, beyond the pain disguised as coldness. She saw the Fernando who had once loved her madly. For the first time, her features softened. But she said nothing.

Fernando looked at her, searching for something in her. A sign that there was still a way back. That it wasn’t too late.

But Nuria just stood there, on the threshold of her house. Not moving. Not yet deciding if she was going to let him in.

Fernando couldn’t take it anymore. The weight of everything he had kept silent, of everything he had felt in recent years, collapsed on him like an avalanche impossible to contain. And he broke down crying.

It was a heartbreaking cry, without restraint, without pride. He covered his face with his hands. He could no longer hold up the mask of the whole man he had built to survive without her. His shoulders trembled, his hands covered his face, as if trying to hide, as if he were ashamed of his own vulnerability.

Nuria remained motionless, her breathing uneven. She had never seen him like this. Fernando had always been strong, proud, even when they had hurt each other. But now, standing there, with red eyes and a voice in pieces, he was just a broken man.

And something inside her cracked as well.

— 
“Fernando...” she whispered, not knowing what to say, not knowing how to handle such naked pain.



He shook his head, unable to look at her, to meet her gaze. Each sob tore away a piece of his dignity, but it no longer mattered. Nothing was more important than her now.

— 
“You’ve destroyed me,” he managed to say brokenly. “You’ve left me empty. I can’t take it anymore, Nuria. I can’t keep pretending I’ve gotten over you.”



She felt a stab in her chest. Tears were beginning to burn her eyes too.

	— 	“Fernando...” she repeated, and this time her voice sounded broken.
	— 	“I love you, damn it. I love you so much it’s killing me. Every time I see you, my heart breaks all over again.”




Nuria pressed her lips together, as if trying to contain the trembling of her chin. She wanted to hate him. She wanted to tell him it was too late. But her own body betrayed her, and the tears fell without permission.

Because she was broken too. Because she had never stopped loving him. And, in that moment, she knew. She let him into the garden. She opened the door.

Fernando entered without thinking, without caring about anything else. It wasn’t just entering her house. It was entering her life again.

Nuria looked away. She knew this moment would come if Fernando ever returned to her life. It would always be that wall between them. There would always be something insurmountable, something he could never fully accept.

	— 	“You won’t be able to bear it,” she said quietly, with a dense sadness, as if each word weighed on her soul. “My past will always be between us. It will always be a reminder of what I was. Of what I did.”




Fernando felt anger rising in his chest, not against her, but against the burden Nuria had imposed on herself. Against the damned idea that she was condemned to be a prisoner of her past.

— 
“Don’t think for me,” His voice was hard, cutting, but filled with emotion. “Don’t feel for me. Don’t decide for me, damn it.”



She finally looked at him, her eyes bright with unshed tears.

	— 	“Fernando...”
	— 	“I’m not asking you to erase your past. I’m not asking you to change what happened. I’m asking you to let it go.”




Nuria swallowed hard.

	— 	“It’s not that easy... Even if I let it go, we’ll always carry that stigma with us.”
	— 	“Yes, it is.” He looked at her with fierce intensity. “It’s a choice, Nuria. Either you stay attached to that life, or you choose me. If you choose me, I’ll give up everything for us to be happy. If not, I’ll leave right now and you’ll never see me again. You have my word.”




Silence fell between them like an abyss. Fernando felt his heart beating strongly as he waited. Waited for her to decide. For her to understand that he wasn’t there to judge her, or to forgive her. He just wanted her to be free. To choose him. Nuria lowered her head, her lips trembling. She knew he was right. But could she do it? Could she take that step?

She took a step forward, closing the distance between them. Desperation reflected in her face, in her broken voice.

— 
“Why won’t you give yourself that chance, Nuria?” he asked, his gaze fixed on her, pleading, hurt. “Why do you refuse to try?”



Nuria closed her eyes for a moment. She knew the answer, but didn’t want to say it out loud. Because if she did, she would have to face the truth. Her fear.

— 
“This life you have...” —Fernando gestured with his hand, encompassing the house, the life she led— “does it fulfill you?”



She opened her eyes, but didn’t respond.

— 
“Do you love yourself so little, Nuria?” —he continued, his voice firmer, more intense— “Do you love me so little that you can’t even try?”



Nuria felt a lump in her throat.

	— 	“Fernando...”
	— 	“What else can I do?” —His tone was a mixture of pleading and contained anger. He ran his hands through his hair, frustrated— “Tell me what else I can do to make you realize that I want to be with you. That I’ve always wanted you.”




She looked at him, feeling the weight of the past suffocating her. She knew she loved him. She had always known it. Fernando looked at her with eyes full of anguish, with the desperation of a man who had nothing more to lose. His voice trembled, but didn’t falter.

— 
“We’ve thrown away ten years of our lives, Nuria. Ten fucking years. Because of silence, pride, and fear.”



She closed her eyes tightly, feeling the weight of each of those years in her chest.

— 
“If I walk out that door alone today...” —his voice broke, but he forced himself to continue— “you won’t see me again.”



The words hung suspended between them. Nuria felt a shiver run down her spine. It didn’t sound like an ultimatum, but she knew this time it was real.

Fernando took another step toward her. There was no trace of the coldness with which he had treated her at the wedding. No trace remained of his wounded pride. Just him, emotionally naked, asking her to stop running.

— 
“You always say you love me. Prove it, damn it.”



She opened her eyes, bright with unshed tears.

— 
“Give me your fucking love, Nuria,” —his voice broke— “Let’s try to build a life together.”



Nuria couldn’t take it anymore. She brought her hands to her face. The tears fell uncontrollably. She had spent so long being strong, resisting, denying herself the possibility of believing in something more... that now, before him, her armor shattered into pieces.

— “Fernando...” —she sobbed— “I’m terrified.”



He frowned, confused.

	— 	“Of what?”
	— 	“That you won’t be able to handle my past,” —her voice was a whisper. – “Of getting my hopes up and then everything falling apart... I couldn’t bear it.”




Fernando took her by the arms firmly, without looking away. Without letting her escape this time.

— 
“Let me decide what I can or cannot handle.”



He clenched his fists, closed his eyes for a second, and when he opened them, he held her with unshakable determination. He took her hands in his and covered them firmly, conveying something that went beyond words.

— 
“I only ask one thing of you,” —his voice was low, but charged with intensity— “Leave it behind.” —“I’ll take care of the rest,” Fernando continued. “Please, Nuria. Let’s give ourselves that chance.”



She swallowed, unable to look away from his eyes.

— 
“We’ve been suffering for years,” —his voice broke, but his conviction didn’t waver— “Isn’t that enough?”



Nuria blinked rapidly, as if she needed a few seconds to process those words. She didn’t want to allow hope to enter her life. Not again.

— 
“Do you think I enjoyed what I did?” her voice trembled with anger and pain.



Fernando clenched his jaw.

	— 	“No, of course not...”
	— 	“You don’t know, Fernando. You can’t know what it was like to look in the mirror and despise myself every day. You can’t know what it was like to live with the certainty that, if I ever saw you again, you would hate me.”




Fernando felt a knife in his chest. How many times had he imagined her as a cold, calculating, soulless woman? How many times had he convinced himself that she had betrayed him without remorse?

But now she was standing before him. She wasn’t cold. She wasn’t strong. She was a woman as broken as he was.

— “I never hated you, Nuria,” he murmured.



She let out a bitter laugh, with tears in her eyes.

— “Yes, you did. And I deserved it.”



Fernando shook his head.

— 
“No. What I felt was pain. It was anger, yes. It was helplessness. But never hate.”



Nuria closed her eyes, exhaling a shaky breath. He felt a lash in his chest, but he didn’t look away from her. He knew that was the wall separating them. The real abyss between them.

	— 	“Earlier you said that if you walked out that door I would never see you again...” her voice was a whisper, but it carried all the weight of the world. “Well, now I’m telling you that, if you stay, do it with the certainty that you won’t hurt me.”




Fernando felt the desperation in her gaze. It was her last defense.

— 
“Please,” she continued. “You must be sure. Will you be able to handle knowing that I’ve slept with dozens of men for money?”



He swallowed hard, but didn’t interrupt her.

A knot formed in his throat. It was as if Nuria was driving the final nail into the coffin of their story. As if she was giving him a chance to run away. But Fernando didn’t want to run. Never again. He ran his hand through his hair and exhaled slowly. He had spent a decade torturing himself with that reality. A decade thinking about every man who had touched her, about every night she had belonged to someone else.

And yet, there he was, standing in front of her, loving her more than ever. He knew he could never erase her past. But that didn’t matter if he could be with her.

Because her past wasn’t just the job she’d had, but also the pain she’d endured, the guilt that had destroyed her, the nights when she had hated herself. And he wasn’t going to add more pain to her life.

He stepped forward and held her face in both hands.

— 
“Nuria...” he whispered, his voice more certain than ever. “I don’t care who you’ve been with. I only care who you want to be with now.”



She blinked, unable to hide the trembling of her chin.

	— 	“Fernando...”
	— 	“Just tell me one thing,” he whispered, tilting his head until his forehead touched hers. “Do you want to be with me?”




She let out a sob. And, with tears in her eyes, she nodded.

Sitting on the floor, barely separated by a few inches, Fernando and Nuria looked at each other as if trying to recognize each other again, as if time and pain had blurred the lines of what they were and what they could still be.

He raised a trembling hand and caressed her cheek with his fingertips. Nuria closed her eyes, letting out a sigh. There was no rush, no urgency. Only the longing to recover what they thought was lost.

Their lips met in a kiss that was awkward at first, filled with uncertainty, even shame. It wasn't desire that moved them, but the desperate need to feel close, to belong to each other in a way that hadn't been possible for so long. They kissed with broken souls, with fear and with hope.

Fernando slid his fingers along the line of her jaw, sinking into her hair, as if by holding her this way he could ensure she wouldn't vanish. She caressed the nape of his neck tenderly, drawing small circles with her fingers, memorizing his skin.

When he tried to slide his hand toward her breasts, Nuria gently stopped him, intertwining her fingers with his.

— 
“Not tonight, Fernando,” she whispered, her voice heavy with emotion.



He looked at her, confused at first, but upon seeing the vulnerability in her eyes, he understood. Tonight wasn't about passion. It wasn't about erasing the past with the contact of their bodies. It was about something bigger, purer.

— 
“Just love me,” she whispered, resting her forehead against his.



Fernando swallowed, feeling a lump in his throat.

— 
“I’ve always loved you, Nuria. Always. Even when it hurt, even when I tried to hate you. Even when I didn’t know how to live with it.”



She closed her eyes, letting a tear fall that he caught with his thumb.

	— 	“I’m afraid,” she confessed, her voice barely a whisper in the night.
	— 	“So am I. But together we can handle this. Just give me your love, Nuria. Just let me love you.”




They embraced tightly, like two castaways finding each other in the middle of an ocean of uncertainty. They stayed like that, in silence, feeling each other’s warmth, feeling that for the first time in years, love was once again stronger than fear.

Their kisses were intense, deep, as if they were trying to devour each other’s souls with every brush of their lips. They weren’t just kisses, they were an absolute surrender, a silent confession of everything they had kept quiet for years. There was no hurry, no urgency beyond the desire to feel the other real, present.

Fernando caressed her face with infinite delicacy, as if she were a mirage that might vanish at any moment. He sank his fingers into her hair, tangling them in the loose strands that fell over her neck. Nuria half-closed her eyes, letting out a sigh.

They looked at each other exactly the same way they kissed. With an intensity that hurt. As if with each glance they were trying to rebuild everything that had been broken and recover the lost years. As if they were searching in each other’s eyes for the answers to all the unanswered questions.

Nuria let her head fall onto his chest, listening to the accelerated beating of his heart.

— 
“Where are we going to live?” she asked in a whisper, as if by saying it aloud everything became more real.



Fernando slid his hand down her back, tracing small circles on the fabric of her blouse.

— “Wherever you want,” he responded without hesitation.



She pulled back slightly to look into his eyes, searching for any sign of indecision.

— 
“I assumed you’d want to do it in Madrid,” she said, with a tone that mixed surprise and uncertainty.



Fernando smiled softly.

	— 	“When I talked about giving up everything for you, I wasn’t joking, Nuria. I don’t care about cities or titles. I care about you. If you want to stay here, I’ll stay with you. If you prefer to start from scratch somewhere else, we’ll do it together.”




Nuria shook her head, moved by the firmness in his voice.

— 
“No. I couldn’t live with that,” she whispered. “I would never ask so much of you, Fernando. I couldn’t bear the weight of knowing you gave up everything for me.”



He took her face in his hands, forcing her to look directly at him.

	— 	“You wouldn’t be asking me. But I’d do it anyway. Because I’d rather start over with you than continue living an empty life without you.”
	— 	You see… —she whispered, lowering her gaze for a moment, before gathering the courage to continue—. I’ve been thinking a lot about this… and with all the sadness in the world, I think I need to leave Vigo.




Fernando frowned.

	— 	What?
	— 	There’s too much baggage for us here —she continued, her voice somewhat broken—. At any moment I could run into someone who might reopen a poorly healed wound, and although I want to believe we can start over, I don’t know if it’s possible to do it in a place where everything reminds me of what I was...




Fernando shook his head, pressing his lips together in frustration.

	— 	Nuria, you don’t have to run away.
	— 	It’s not running away —she corrected him, looking at him intently—. It’s starting fresh. This is a small city. I’ve always been careful and tried to keep my... profession hidden, but let’s not kid ourselves. At any moment, everything could blow up. —she said with gentleness, touching his face—. But if we stay here, eventually the past will drown us. You’ve said it yourself many times, we’ve hurt each other too much. And even though we love each other, even though we’re willing to try, this place… this city is full of shadows.




Fernando closed his eyes, feeling the weight of her truth. He had thought about it too at some point. He had also felt that Vigo had become a trap, a labyrinth of memories from which they could never fully escape.

— Are you sure? —he whispered.



She caressed his cheek and nodded firmly.

	— 	More than ever.
	— 	And what if it doesn’t work? —he murmured, with shining eyes.




Fernando rested his forehead against hers.

— 
Then we’ll get up together and try again. And again. And again. Because this time I’m not letting you go.



Nuria closed her eyes, feeling the warmth of his breath, the certainty of his words enveloping her like a shelter. She didn’t know what was going to happen. She had no certainties. But in that moment, in his arms, with his lips inches from hers, she decided that for the first time in a long time, she wanted to believe.

— 
I hope you don’t mind —he said with a half-smile—, but I need to do this. It’s important to me.



Nuria frowned upon hearing Fernando’s words.

— 
What’s so important? —she asked with a mixture of curiosity and caution.



Fernando didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he took his phone from his pocket and held it, as if preparing for a crucial moment. Before dialing the number, he looked into her eyes. Without giving her time to say anything, he slid his finger across the screen and brought the phone to his ear. Nuria watched in silence as he waited for someone to answer on the other end of the line.

— 
Mom? – He watched as Nuria opened her eyes in astonishment.



There was a moment of silence, and then a female voice filtered through faintly. Nuria couldn’t hear everything clearly, but the warm and somewhat surprised tone of the woman was evident.

— 
Yes, I’m fine —Fernando said with a slight smile—. Listen, on Friday I want to come over for dinner… and I’m bringing someone with me.



Nuria felt the air catch in her chest. She lowered her gaze nervously, rubbing her hands in her lap.

— 
“No, mom, it’s not a work colleague,” he continued, with a hint of amusement in his voice. “It’s someone really important. Someone I want to introduce to you all.”



Nuria could hear an excited murmur from the other end of the line. Fernando’s mother’s voice accelerated, as if the news had suddenly shaken her. She didn’t understand every word, but she caught the tone.

Fernando smiled tenderly.

— 
“Yes, mom. I promise. See you Friday.”



He hung up with a deep sigh and looked at Nuria.

— “Are you okay?” she asked him quietly.



He nodded and slid his phone back into his pocket.

— 
“My mother is happy,” he said. “She’s been waiting for this call for too long.”



Nuria swallowed. Her heart was racing. On one hand, the warmth in Fernando’s mother’s voice wrapped her in a comforting sensation. On the other, she couldn’t ignore the shadow of doubt that still weighed on her.

— 
“Are you sure you want to do this?” she whispered.



Fernando took her hand firmly.

— 
“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”



For Nuria, hearing Fernando call his mother and tell her so naturally that he would bring someone important to dinner was a direct hit to her heart. Not of pain, but of amazement and disbelief. Throughout her adult life, she had learned to live on the margins of everything that call represented. Family, acceptance, normalcy. Her life had been a chain of closed doors, of men who desired her in the shadows but would never show her in the light. And yet, there was Fernando, without hesitating for a second, integrating her into his life as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

She had lowered her gaze while listening to the enthusiasm in Fernando’s mother’s voice. She couldn’t hear the entire conversation, but enough to catch the emotion in her words, the excitement she conveyed, the tone of someone who has waited a long time to receive such news. It was a relief for her wounded soul, but at the same time a weight on her chest.

— 
“My mother is delighted,” he told her. “As you can imagine, they’ve been wanting me to find someone for years.”



Nuria took a deep breath. She didn’t know how to feel. How could this be happening at such speed?

	— 	“Fernando...” she whispered, not knowing how to continue.
	— 	“Don’t say anything. Just tell me you’ll come with me on Friday.”




She raised her gaze and saw him watching her with a tenderness that almost disarmed her.

	— 	“It’s just that I don’t know if I can.”
	— 	“If you can what?” he asked gently.
	— 	“If I can sit at a table with your family and pretend that I’m like any other woman.”




Fernando took her hand, intertwining his fingers with hers.

— 
“Pretend?” he repeated, frowning. “You don’t have to pretend anything. There’s nothing about you that doesn’t deserve to be at that table, Nuria.”



She swallowed, feeling tears threatening to escape again.

	— 	“And what if they don’t think the same?”
	— 	“It’s not their decision. It’s mine,” he stated firmly. “But I assure you, they’re going to adore you.”




She closed her eyes for a moment. She wasn’t used to this. To being validated. To being accepted without reservations. To having someone look at her and see beyond what her life had been.

— 
“All right,” she finally said, her voice broken but firm. “I’ll go with you.”



Fernando smiled and squeezed her hand.

— “Thank you.”



Nuria didn’t respond. She just watched him, letting the moment engrave itself in her memory. She didn’t know if all this would be real, if it would last, if they could bear it… but, for the first time in a long time, she wanted to try.

— 
“How should I dress?” she asked cautiously.



Fernando looked at her with a smile, as if the question seemed absurd to him.

— 
“However you want,” he replied without hesitation. “You always look beautiful.”



She felt a slight warmth in her cheeks, an unexpected reaction to a compliment that came without ulterior motives, without hidden intentions. Simply said with sincerity.

— 
“It’s important to me to make a good impression…” she murmured.



Fernando gently squeezed her hand.

— 
“My parents are humble people, Nuria. They don’t care about those things. All that matters to them is that I’m happy. And I assure you, they’ll welcome you with open arms.”



She swallowed hard. She wasn’t so sure about that. No matter how much Fernando tried to downplay it, she knew her story wasn’t easy to accept. What would his parents think if they knew the truth? If they knew that the woman their son loved had spent years selling her body?

Fernando, as if guessing her thoughts, slid his fingers across her cheek, forcing her to look him in the eyes.

	— 	“Don’t worry. Just come as you are. That’s enough. We’re not going to announce anything to the world. You’re my girlfriend. You’ve worked as an event planner in Vigo and that’s it. There’s nothing else to know.”
	— 	“Your girlfriend?”
	— 	“Well… fiancée seems a bit strong so soon. Don’t you think?” He laughed heartily.
	— 	“Girlfriend sounds great,” she told him, kissing him on the lips naturally.
	— 	“It’s going to be fine, you’ll see.”




Nuria looked at herself in the mirror one last time before leaving. She had decided on a light summer dress with straps, in a sky-blue tone that highlighted the golden hue of her skin. The wedge espadrilles that tied with ribbons around her ankles gave her a casual yet elegant air. She didn’t want to appear too dressed up or too informal. She had found a balance.

Her hair fell loose in natural waves over her shoulders, shimmering with golden highlights under the afternoon light. She had barely applied any makeup: a touch of mascara on her lashes, a light blush on her cheeks, and a pink gloss on her lips. She didn’t need more. And yet, she felt more exposed than ever.

When Fernando saw her, he was speechless. His gaze took in every detail, amazed.

	— 	“You look beautiful,” he said with a sincerity that made Nuria’s chest tighten.
	— 	“Thank you,” she murmured, lowering her gaze for a second before looking back at him. “Do you think I’ll be okay like this?”




Fernando smiled and shook his head.

— You look perfect. More than perfect.



She gave a small smile and nodded. Then, he held out his hand.

— Let’s go.



In the car, the atmosphere was somewhat tense. Even though they were together, closer than ever to starting something new, Nuria couldn’t help feeling nervous. She played with the fabric of her dress, tangled her fingers in strands of her hair, and checked her makeup in the sun visor mirror.

— 
“I’ve never done anything like this before,” she confessed, breaking the silence.



Fernando took his eyes off the road for a second and looked at her.

	— 	“Like what?”
	— 	“Meeting someone’s parents... in a context like this.” She sighed. “It’s silly, but I’m afraid they won’t like me.”




Fernando let out a small laugh and shook his head.

— 
“Nuria, they’re going to love you. Just be yourself. My mother is already excited just because I’m bringing my girlfriend home.”



She smiled with a certain shyness, but her uneasiness didn’t disappear.

— 
“It’s just that... Sometimes I feel like I’m wearing a sign that says what I used to be...”



Fernando gripped the steering wheel tighter. He hated that she thought that way.

— 
“Nuria,” he said firmly, “you’re everything to me. That’s enough for them. Nobody is going to judge you. Please, enjoy these moments. They’re what fill a life.”



Nuria looked at him, trying to convince herself that those words could be true. Finally, she let out a sigh and rested her head against the backrest.

— “I hope you’re right.”



Fernando gave her a look of complicity and placed a hand on her thigh, squeezing it gently in a gesture of support.

	— 	“You look very handsome too.” she told him to lighten the conversation.
	— 	“We’re a very cool couple.” he joked.
	— 	“That sounds wonderful.”
	— 	“The cool part?”
	— 	“The couple part.”




When they arrived at the house, the sun was beginning to paint the sky in golden and orange hues. The door was open, as was customary at his parents’ house, and the aroma of homemade stew filled the small porch.

Fernando looked at Nuria and saw the tension in her jaw. He wanted to reassure her, but before he could say anything, his mother appeared at the door with a warm, expectant smile.

	— 	“Filliño!” she exclaimed upon seeing Fernando, wrapping him in a tight hug.
	— 	“Mom...” he said with an affectionate laugh.




When they separated, Fernando’s mother’s eyes settled on Nuria. Her gaze was curious but full of warmth.

— 
“And you must be Nuria,” she said, approaching with a sincere smile.



Nuria, who didn’t usually get nervous easily, felt a knot in her stomach. But as soon as the woman took her hands in hers with tenderness, she felt a strange sense of relief.

	— 	“Yes, ma’am. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
	— 	“None of that ‘ma’am’ business, please,” she responded with an amused gesture. “Call me Carmen, and don’t even think about being so formal with me.”




Nuria nodded and allowed herself to be hugged, surprised by the warmth of the gesture. She hadn’t expected such an affectionate welcome.

— 
“And this is my father,” said Fernando, pointing to the man approaching from the back of the house.



Antonio, a man with hands weathered by work, gray hair, and a kind gaze, stopped in front of Nuria and shook her hand firmly.

	— 	“Welcome,” he said simply, but with a frankness that touched Nuria’s heart.
	— 	“Thank you.” Nuria nodded, suddenly feeling part of something bigger than she had imagined.
	— 	“Well, come in, come in,” said Carmen, guiding them inside. “Dinner is almost ready. I hope you’re hungry, because we eat well here.”




Fernando rolled his eyes.

	— 	“Mom always says the same thing.”
	— 	“Because it’s true,” she replied proudly.




Nuria smiled. She felt good there. The house had a cozy atmosphere, with family photos framed on the walls and the sound of the television in the background. It was a real home. Something she had never had.

When they sat at the table, Carmen couldn’t stop observing Nuria. She did it with the subtlety of a mother evaluating the person who had won her son’s heart. And she liked what she saw.

— 
“So, Nuria,” she said kindly, “tell us a little about yourself.”



Nuria tensed for a moment, but seeing Carmen’s genuine smile, she relaxed.

— 
“Well...” she looked at Fernando, who returned a reassuring glance. “I suppose there’s not much to tell. I’ve lived in Vigo almost my entire life. I studied there, and that’s where we met.”



Carmen tilted her head with interest.

— 
“How did you two meet?” Carmen asked with interest.



Nuria lowered her gaze for a second before responding.

	— 	“You see, Fernando has always been in my life, in one way or another, but there was always something that kept us from being together. It was like a love movie. Something always happened that pulled us apart. The other day at Adrián’s wedding, we saw each other again... And... I think it was finally time for us to truly find each other.”




Antonio, who had remained silent, spoke for the first time.

— 
“Look, sweetheart... I don’t know what you’ve done to my son, but you’ve changed him. In just one week, he seems like a different person.”



Fernando frowned.

	— 	“Dad...”
	— 	“What?” Antonio gave him a look as if what he was saying was the most normal thing in the world. “It’s the truth. Before, you looked like a lost soul. Look at you now. With those lovesick puppy eyes...”




Nuria turned to Fernando with an arched eyebrow.

— “Oh, really?”



He sighed, a little embarrassed, but didn’t deny anything.

— 
“Yes, Nuria. It’s true.” Fernando’s mother smiled with complicity.



The conversation was flowing naturally when they heard the sound of a car parking outside. Seconds later, the door burst open and a whirlwind of children’s laughter erupted into the house.

— 
“Grandpa! Grandma!” shouted two childish voices before throwing themselves at Carmen and Antonio.



Fernando smiled as his brother Manuel entered, with his confident bearing and his eternal friendly-guy smile. Behind him, his sister-in-law Clara had her hands full with bags and wore an exasperated look.

	— 	“I don’t know how you do it, but you always manage to make us late,” she said to Manuel with feigned annoyance.
	— 	“It’s a natural talent,” he replied with a wink before turning and seeing Fernando. “Little brother!”




He approached energetically and gave him a strong hug, the kind that almost takes your breath away.

	— 	“What a big surprise!” he exclaimed sarcastically.
	— 	“It was a last-minute decision,” Fernando replied, returning the hug.




It was then that Manuel noticed Nuria. His eyes lit up with curiosity and admiration.

— 
“So this... beauty... aren’t you going to introduce us?”



Fernando felt a slight tingling when he noticed the way his brother was scanning Nuria with his gaze.

— 
“This is Nuria,” Fernando said, placing a protective hand on her back. “Nuria, this is my brother Manuel, and this is Clara, his wife.”



Clara smiled warmly and approached to kiss Nuria on both cheeks.

— 
“Nice to meet you,” she said sincerely. “Welcome to this chaotic family.”



Nuria returned the smile, feeling increasingly comfortable.

— “Thank you, it’s a pleasure to meet you all.”



Manuel, without losing his smile, looked at her with playful boldness.

— 
“Fernando, man, you have impeccable taste. Nuria, has anyone ever told you that you’re the most beautiful woman who’s ever set foot in this house?”



Fernando rolled his eyes and Clara elbowed her husband.

— 
“There you go again!” —she complained, though without real anger— “Forgive this idiot, Nuria, he thinks he’s some soap opera heartthrob.”



Nuria let out a genuine laugh, relaxing even more.

	— 	“Don’t worry,” she said with amusement.
	— 	“If you keep this up,” Clara said with a sharp look, “you won’t be going out with your friends until pigs fly.”




Everyone burst into laughter, including Fernando, who had already anticipated this classic joke from his sister-in-law.

The children, who until that moment had been too busy with their grandparents, approached to look at Nuria with curious eyes.

— 
“Who are you?” asked the older one, a girl of about six with perfect pigtails and enormous eyes.



Nuria leaned down sweetly.

	— 	“I’m a friend of your uncle Fernando.”
	— 	“Oh…” replied the girl, analyzing her seriously before turning to her mother. “Mom, she’s very pretty.”
	— 	“I know, sweetheart,” Clara responded with a smile.




Fernando felt a warmth in his chest seeing how Nuria integrated with his family. For the first time in a long time, he felt that everything was in its place.

Dinner proceeded in a warm, family atmosphere. The conversation flowed between laughter and anecdotes, while the children, already tired, had been sent to play in the living room.

At a moment when everyone was distracted, Fernando took advantage of Clara getting up to clear some plates from the table and followed her to the kitchen.

— 
“Hey, Clara,” he said quietly, taking an envelope from his jacket and handing it to her. “This is for the kids.”



She looked at him strangely before taking the envelope and opening it. When she saw its contents, her expression changed completely.

	— 	“Fernando, what is this?” she asked with a furrowed brow, discreetly pulling out the wad of bills.
	— 	“It’s for their education,” he responded naturally. “Just a little something.”




She shook her head and returned the envelope, gently pushing it against his chest.

	— 	“No. I appreciate it very much. But I can’t accept it.”
	— 	“Clara, please,” he insisted. “It’s a gift. I don’t want you to refuse it.”




She sighed and looked at him with a mixture of tenderness and firmness.

	— 	“Fernando, I appreciate it from the bottom of my heart, but it’s not necessary. We’re managing just fine.”
	— 	“I know. But believe me. These three thousand euros are the best investment of my life. It’s just my way of helping the family. I want my niece and nephew to have the opportunities they deserve without you having to juggle everything.”




Clara observed him in silence, her eyes glistening with emotion. She had always known Fernando was generous, but this gesture touched her soul.

— 
“Manuel won’t want to accept it,” she warned in a whisper.



Fernando smiled conspiratorially.

— 
“That’s why I’m giving it to you. I know you’ll figure out what to do with it.”



She looked down at the envelope, undecided. Finally, she carefully closed it and tucked it into her purse.

— 
“You didn’t have to do this,” she said softly. “But thank you.”



He squeezed her hand affectionately.

— “Thank you all.”



A few seconds later, Manuel appeared in the kitchen doorway with a glass in his hand.

— “What are you two conspiring about?”



Marta smiled naturally.

— 
“Nothing, just your brother telling me how beautiful I look today.”



Manuel snorted with amusement.

The after-dinner conversation stretched on in an atmosphere of laughter and camaraderie. Liqueur glasses appeared on the table, along with more desserts that Fernando’s mother insisted they try. Nuria was charming, chatting with Manuel about anecdotes from Fernando’s childhood while Clara watched her with an approving smile.

Fernando, from his chair, gazed at her enchanted. In each of Nuria’s gestures, he saw the woman he had fallen in love with so many years ago, but also the strong woman who had found her way back to him. It was incredible to think that after so much pain, after so many mistakes and obstacles, they were there together, sharing an evening with his family.

	— 	“My goodness...” said Manuel in a joking tone, resting his elbows on the table and looking at his brother. “I’ve never seen you this happy.”
	— 	“Don’t start...” he said in a weary tone.
	— 	“Head over heels in love,” he insisted, laughing. “It’s written all over your face.”




Nuria lowered her gaze with a shy smile, but her hand slid over Fernando’s under the table, intertwining their fingers.

— 
“And what about you, Nuria?” Manuel asked mischievously. “Are you going to take good care of him?”



Nuria lowered her gaze, but then looked at him sweetly before answering.

— 
“For a lifetime. We deserve it. I promise you. Especially him.”



The words resonated in the air with special weight. Fernando squeezed her hand tightly, as if that small gesture could convey everything he felt. Clara, who was watching them with bright eyes, sighed and shook her head with a smile.

	— 	“How beautiful love is, isn’t it?”
	— 	“Especially when it hasn’t been easy,” added Fernando, looking at Nuria with pride. “But the things truly worth having never are.”




Fernando and Nuria looked at each other in silence. They knew those phrases encapsulated everything they had lived through. Their story hadn’t been easy, but now they were there, more in love than ever.

	— 	“Well, now all that’s left is for you to walk down the aisle,” Manuel blurted out with a laugh.
	— 	“Don’t rush them, man!” Clara laughed, elbowing him in the ribs. “Let them enjoy their moment.”
	— 	“They can enjoy all they want,” Manuel replied, “but I bet anything that in a year, we’ll be here celebrating a wedding.”




Fernando looked at Nuria, who was smiling with a slight blush on her cheeks. He didn’t say anything, but tenderly kissed her hand.

The conversation continued, moving from light topics to childhood memories and family jokes. Nuria felt part of something, as if she had always belonged at that table, with these people who welcomed her without reservation.

When the night wore on and the children were already falling asleep on the sofa, Clara stood up with a smile.

	— 	“I think it’s time for us to leave, before the little ones end up staying here forever.”
	— 	“Yes, us too,” said Fernando, looking at his watch.




Fernando’s mother was clearing the table with the tranquility of someone who enjoys having a full house. She looked at her son and Nuria with a serious expression.

— 
“Don’t even think about going back to Vigo tonight,” she said firmly. “It’s late, you’ve been drinking, and I don’t want you having an accident on the road.”



Fernando smiled tenderly.

	— 	“Mom, it’s not that late. We can...”
	— 	“No, you can’t,” she interrupted him with a look that allowed no argument. “It’s already decided. You’re staying here.”




Nuria looked at Fernando timidly.

— “We don’t want to impose, really...”



Fernando’s mother put the dishes on the counter and placed a hand affectionately on her arm.

— 
“Dear, you’re not imposing at all. This is your home.”



Nuria felt a comforting warmth in her chest. That woman’s words touched her more deeply than she could have imagined. Fernando gave her hand a gentle squeeze, as if he understood what she was feeling.

Manuel burst out laughing.

— 
“Well, Mom, how modern you’ve become. Clara and I weren’t even allowed to open our bedroom doors. You made us sleep separately...”



Fernando’s mother gave him a disapproving look and then turned to the couple with a warm smile.

	— 	“Look, son, I stopped being old-fashioned a long time ago. You’re adults, you’re together, and you love each other. I don’t need to make you sleep in separate rooms as if this were a convent. Besides, Manuel, you two were less than twenty-something. It was different.”




Fernando laughed and looked at Nuria, who was still surprised but had a peaceful expression on her face.

	— 	“Well then, Mom, we’ll stay.”
	— 	“That’s what I like to hear,” she said, satisfied. “And now, stop worrying.”




They said goodbye with hugs and kisses. Manuel gave Fernando a handshake and hugged Nuria, whispering in her ear:

— 
“If my brother loves you this much, it means you’re special. Don’t let him get away.”



When they were alone, Nuria looked at Fernando with a playful smile. She kissed him with the gentleness of someone who still fears happiness might slip through her fingers.

They went up to Fernando’s room and Nuria smiled at him with emotion. When the door closed behind them, she sighed and looked at him.

	— 	“Thank you.”
	— 	“For what?” he asked, caressing her cheek.
	— 	“For bringing me here. For giving me this.”




EPILOGUE

The murmur of guests floated in the air, intermingled with the soft melody of the organ. Fernando adjusted the lapel of his morning coat with trembling fingers, trying to control the nerves that gripped his chest. He had never felt anything like this before. Not in his biggest negotiations, not when he had millions riding on strategic decisions. This was different. This was his life.

The altar was decorated with white flowers and burgundy accents, a nod to that night when he had seen her again. His mother stood beside him, her eyes shining with emotion and handkerchief at the ready. His father, who was in the front row, gave him a pat on the shoulder as he passed by. Manuel winked at him with a nervous smile. When he turned around, he noticed the murmur growing louder.

And then he saw her. Time seemed to stand still. Nuria appeared at the end of the aisle, radiant, in a simple, elegant ivory dress that embraced her figure with delicacy. Her blonde hair was gathered in a loose, wavy updo, with a small flower fastened to one side. She walked on her father’s arm, her gaze fixed on him, and on her face was a restrained smile, the kind that seems to contain a torrent of emotions.

Fernando felt the air trapped in his lungs. It was real. It was happening. After everything they had lived through, after all the pain, after everything they had overcome… there she was, walking toward him.

Each step she took seemed like a whispered goodbye to the past. Each meter she advanced was a new beginning.

When she reached his side, their eyes met. Nuria took his hands gently, and he felt the warmth of her skin, the accelerated pulse beneath his fingertips.

She smiled and, in a whisper meant only for him, said:

— “I love you, my darling.”



He closed his eyes for a moment, letting those words engrave themselves on his soul. And then, for the first time in a long while, he knew with absolute certainty that everything had been worth it.

THE END

Synopsis

A youthful love broken by a terrible lie. She was his great love, the woman who shattered him into a thousand pieces. A story marked by desire, betrayal, and wrong decisions. But fate, capricious as it is, brought them face to face again at a friend’s wedding. Anger, resentment, and an attraction impossible to ignore dragged them back into a spiral of uncontrollable emotions.

Fernando had everything: success, money, recognition. But his life, impeccable in appearance, was empty. Returning to his roots forced him to confront the ghosts he had tried to forget, and among them, the most painful one: Nuria.

Fernando wanted to hate her, humiliate her, even forget her. But how could he forget the only woman he had ever loved? When he finally accepted that without her he was nothing, he had to face the most difficult question: could he forgive?

Shadows of the Past is a story of second chances, of love that survives despite everything, and of the courage to leave wounds behind to bet on a future. Because sometimes, to move forward, you have to face the shadows that pursue you.
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