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	Julio and Isabel. The Costa Brava. August 2022.


1

I leaned against the railing. Images flooded my mind: a heart-stopping red bikini, the pool, and her floating on the emerald green raft. The contrast of her tanned skin, the blue of the pool, and the red of those tiny triangles that barely concealed her magnificent body—it was almost surreal.

It bothered me a little that Arnau, the gardener, was trimming a hedge barely ten meters from her—and taking his sweet time. Boy, was the bastard taking his time.

As if she'd sensed my eyes on her, she lifted her sunglasses. Her smile was perfect—white and sincere. She gestured for me to come down. It wasn't just a gesture; it was an invitation. I rolled my eyes toward Arnau. She glanced back and saw the young gardener, who couldn't take his eyes off her. She smiled at me with her usual complicity and, casual as anything, took off her bikini top. Who was she trying to provoke? Arnau, certainly—he kept staring at her, fully aware her breasts were exposed, and shifted to a more direct stance, now watching her without the slightest pretense. Obviously, she was provoking me too. She knew these shameless displays made me uncomfortable, and she played with that.

My eyes focused more on Arnau's gaze than on Isa's spectacular body. Inevitably, our eyes met, and he looked away like a kid caught red-handed. Isa watched me from below, enjoying my discomfort—and probably the gardener's stares.

Arnau gathered his tools and moved a few meters away. He turned his attention to another hedge, but his eyes kept drifting back to the pool.

Isabel paddled the inflatable to the edge and climbed out of the water to grab the bottle of sunscreen. She paused for a second, glanced toward where I stood at the railing, then, in no hurry, poured a generous amount into her palm. The liquid was thick and creamy, and her skin glistened as she applied it.

She started with her shoulders. Her bare breasts swayed slightly with each stroke. She took her time with them: poured more cream directly onto the upper curve of one and spread it with her fingertips, sliding it slowly toward the nipple. She brushed it lightly, as if by accident, and the nipple visibly hardened. Her mischievous gaze locked onto mine. Arnau seemed oblivious to what she was doing, but I knew he wasn't missing a thing. She repeated the gesture on the other breast, squeezing the nipple a bit more, spreading the cream until her skin was gleaming, moist, almost slippery. The contrast of creamy white against the dark tone of her areolas was hypnotic.

She slid her hands down her belly, tracing lines that disappeared beneath the edge of her bikini bottom. She turned slightly, her back to me—but facing Arnau—and rubbed cream on her lower back, arching just enough to make her spine visible. Her hands went lower, to her hips, then she bent down to reach her legs. When she got to the inside of her thighs, she spread them slightly and let her fingers linger there, right where the red triangle of the bikini barely covered her. She knew I was watching. And she knew Arnau was too.

She straightened up, ran her hands over her neck and décolletage once more, and then, as if nothing had happened, smiled at me.

She walked topless along the edge of the pool and gave me a soft kiss on the lips.

“Shall we go out to dinner tonight?”

Going out to dinner was hard to resist, even if I had to put up with her provocations. Maybe it would be good for us to talk, for me to tell her I didn't want this exhibitionism, even if she saw it as just a game. Besides, dinner could be a good distraction for the evening.

“I hadn't thought of anything for tonight. Do you have something in mind?” I replied, aroused but still annoyed by her exhibition in front of the gardener.

“Think about it,” she added, approaching the foot of the stairs that led up to the terrace. “We could have dinner at La Cala Secreta, in Begur… and then grab a drink somewhere charming. Or we could frolic all night like two lovers.”

I managed to swallow.

“Tomorrow I was thinking of going fishing with the guys from town. They want to show me a really productive reef a few miles offshore, and since they're finally inviting me, it would be a shame not to go.”

“If I remember correctly from the last few times we've gone out at night,” she said with a slow smile, resting one foot on the first step, the cream still glistening on her skin, “you'll probably need to rest tomorrow. Fishing doesn't seem like the best idea.”

She let out a clear laugh. She climbed a couple more steps, her back to me, and stopped halfway, turning just enough to look at me over her shoulder. Arnau could see her from the front, and it was obvious she was provoking him.

“Although…” she continued, lowering her voice, “if you behave during dinner, maybe I'll let you put moisturizer on me. You know the sun dries out my skin, and I have to apply it a couple of times. But this time in the bedroom. And without Arnau watching.”

She took another step up and tugged at her bikini bottom, so the scant fabric wedged between her buttocks. She turned slowly, giving the gardener a full view of her ass.

She stopped at the top of the stairs, her back fully turned to me, and gathered her hair with both hands, letting the breeze brush her neck.

“Think about that while you decide on dinner,” she said without turning around. “I’m going to take a shower… alone. For now.”

The steam from the shower still clung to her skin. She paused in the bedroom doorway, wet hair falling in golden strands over her shoulders, and gave me that crooked smile—the one that knew exactly what it did to me.

“What’s wrong, honey?” she asked, her voice syrupy sweet as she tilted her head. “You look like you want to scold me.”

I closed the door behind me. My heart pounded with a mixture of rage and something darker—hotter, deeper.

“Isabel, what the fuck was that down there?” I blurted out, gesturing vaguely toward the pool. “You took off your bikini top in front of Arnau like it was nothing. You rubbed in that sunscreen like you were shooting a fucking porno. The bastard couldn’t take his eyes off you, and you… you touched your breasts, spread your legs. He could see everything, damn it. What game are you playing?”

She laughed and walked toward me slowly, barefoot on the wooden floor. The towel stretched tight over her curves, threatening to slip.

“Oh, my love… did the show bother you?” she said with feigned innocence, eyes going wide. “It was just sunscreen. The sun’s strong and I didn’t want to get burned. Arnau being there working was just a coincidence. What did you want me to do, let myself burn?”

“You know exactly what you were doing,” I replied, lowering my voice. “You were provoking him. Him and me. You love watching the gardener’s face go slack when you put on a show. And then you look at me, challenging me. Sometimes I think you have no limits.”

Isabel stopped a few feet away from me. She let the towel drop with a casual shrug, standing completely naked, her skin still glistening from the shower. She ran her hands over her breasts, as if checking whether the sunscreen had done its job, and sighed theatrically.

“Poor Arnau… he’s just a twenty-year-old kid with raging hormones. Does it really bother you that he looks at me? Or does it bother you that watching me flirt turns you on? Because I know it does. Don’t deny it.”

I went quiet for a second. The question pissed me off. Because yes, it bothered me. And yes, it turned me on. That contradiction was what kept us locked in this dangerous dance.

She laughed again—at my expression, I suppose. She moved closer until she was pressed against me, her nipples brushing my shirt, and looked into my eyes with that playful irony I loved.

“Oh, my favorite jealous man… That’s what makes you a man. You men love seeing your little woman being desired. It turns you on to imagine that others are dying to touch what’s yours. It’s like… proof: ‘Look, they all want her, but only you have her.’ Isn’t that what’s happening? You like that Arnau gets worked up watching me, because then I’m the one who comes up here and whispers in your ear that only you get to fuck me every night. It’s always been this way, and it always will be. Do you really think that kid does anything for me? He’s just a country bumpkin…”

I swallowed hard. Her fingers played with the buttons of my shirt, undoing them one by one, unhurried.

“Twelve years together,” she murmured, her tone ironic. “And you still get like this when I flirt. Do you remember when we met? Twelve years ago, outside your clinic…”

And then the memory hit me—sharp, almost tangible—while she kept talking in that slow, provocative voice. Isa wasn’t blind to her own beauty, and she never pretended otherwise.

Twelve years ago, I already owned the cosmetic surgery clinic in one of Barcelona’s best neighborhoods. She’d shown up one morning asking for an urgent appointment. Isabel must have been twenty-three or twenty-four, and she was beautiful.

In the consultation room, she looked at me with those big, bright eyes and confessed what she’d been mulling over for months—she wanted some small touch-ups on her face. Nothing drastic. Just… tweaking details, like her nose, or subtly enhancing her lips and cheekbones.

She’d talked about not wanting to look like a Barbie—she just wanted to like herself a little more when she looked in the mirror. She spoke with a hint of embarrassment, but with a determination that impressed me. I tried to make her see that any touch-up on her face would be a crime against nature, which had been so generous with her, but she insisted. I explained my recommendations as a surgeon in detail, trying to keep the changes as subtle as possible, and she accepted everything.

I remember she left the clinic radiant, and I thought I’d never see her again. Just another patient on an endless list. Luckily, I was wrong.

But fate is capricious. Shortly after, we ran into each other at the birthday party of a mutual friend, Catalina, who turned out to be close with Isabel and also a patient of mine. The surprise was mutual. She was wearing a tight black dress that set off her blonde mane and those green eyes that pierced right through you. I realized immediately they were contacts, but the overall effect was stunning—and that was my opinion as a man, not as a plastic surgeon.

The conversation started awkwardly, mostly on my part, but within an hour we’d moved past cosmetic medicine—a subject she was genuinely interested in. We talked about everything. Books we loved, trips we wanted to take, failed relationships. That night we slipped away together from the main hall to the terrace, and the chemistry sparked like electricity between two poles drawing close. It wasn’t just physical attraction—though no one in their right mind could resist her charms—it was something deeper. We started seeing each other in secret at first: discreet dinners at restaurants far from downtown, walks through Park Güell…

We kissed for the first time in my car, after dinner at a hidden Japanese restaurant. From there to our first night together in my penthouse, only a couple of weeks passed.

I returned to the present. Isabel was still pressed against me, naked, her fingers now inside my open shirt, caressing my chest with her usual sensuality. She used her fingertips and sharp nails, grazing my nipples and driving me wild.

“You know it,” she whispered with that playful irony that drove me crazy. “From day one, you liked other men looking at me. You’ve always liked me being the center of attention, and I know you get jealous… but also proud. Just like now with Arnau. Admit it, my love. It excites you knowing your little wife is still so desirable that even the gardener can’t take his eyes off me. It turns you on knowing I can flirt… but that in the end, I always come back to you.”

I bit my lip and put my hands on her hips, pressing her harder against me.

“You’re a textbook tease,” I murmured. “And yes, it turns me on. It turns me on imagining Arnau dreaming about you tonight while I have you here naked. But it also makes me uncomfortable that there might be gossip in the village.”

“Maybe you want me to give you a heads-up next time so you can get a better view? Tell me the truth. Do you want me to take off my bottoms too next time while I’m putting on sunscreen? That way you can watch how Arnau looks at me. Or maybe you’d rather I tell you afterward, in bed, how he was looking at me?”

Her hand slid slowly down my abdomen. Sexual tension crackled between us. We weren’t going to fuck now—I knew perfectly well that was the key to her favorite game: getting me worked up to the breaking point, then leaving me completely aroused and aching, only to end the night fucking like crazy. But the game was at its peak. Dinner at La Cala Secreta was approaching, and with it the promise of an entire night of provocations, thrilling jealousy, and that twisted complicity that had bound us together for years.

“You’re impossible,” I said, and my voice no longer sounded like a reprimand.

“And that’s why you love me so much,” she replied with a hint of irony, kissing my neck slowly. “Because you like that your little wife is a bit of a slut… only for you. And for whoever you decide.”

To anyone who doesn’t know her, Isabel might seem like a fraud. Let me explain. Despite being a beauty capable of competing with any magazine cover model—and I, having known her at her most natural, can say with certainty—the changes to her appearance were made against my will, as they were absolutely unnecessary. But she insisted, and I feared she would seek out another surgeon with fewer scruples than me, one who would alter her face into something grotesque.

Isa wears green contacts, has had her lips subtly filled, and has had her nose done. Fortunately, I managed to keep her from altering her cheekbones, though it wasn’t easy to convince her. She also dyes her hair blonde, in a shade that I think makes it impossible for anyone to tell she’s not a natural blonde. The result is stunning. She’s the kind of woman who turns heads, and obviously, I love that. But I love it up to a point, and she almost always pushes past it.

The table was perfect, just as Isabel had promised. La Cala Secreta, in Begur, was nestled in a small bay surrounded by cliffs. Only eight tables, all outdoors on a wooden terrace suspended almost over the sea. Candlelight danced across the ceramic plates, and cold white wine gleamed in the glasses. The sound of waves breaking against the rocks below accompanied every bite.

Isabel wore a short black dress, elegant but provocative, with a plunging back. She had pulled her hair up in an elegant bun that showed off her slender neck perfectly. To complete the elegant and provocative look, her only adornment was a pearl necklace with matching discreet earrings. They had been my gift for our recent wedding anniversary.

We sat facing each other. I took a sip from my glass and watched her, entranced.

“I still haven’t forgiven you for this afternoon,” I told her, though my tone was already softer. “Who knows what that damn gardener will go around telling people. He’s just a kid.”

Isabel let out a bright, clear laugh and leaned slightly forward, letting her neckline fall open a bit more.

“Do you care?”

“You know I do. I don’t want to become the talk of the village. Rumors fly around here.”

She slowly ran her tongue over her lower lip, catching a drop of wine.

“Maybe you’re right. If it bothers you, I won’t do it again. I didn’t realize it would bother you this much,” she told me, looking away with a hint of discomfort. “Do you remember our honeymoon in Santorini? That day at the red sand beach…”

The memory came rushing back.

That day in Santorini, Isabel wore a tiny white bikini. She had lain face down and asked me to rub sunscreen on her. I did, but she, with total shamelessness, unhooked her top and sat up a bit without caring that everyone could see her perfect breasts while I rubbed it in.

“Of course I remember,” I answered, lowering my voice. “I almost had a heart attack. You went topless in front of half the beach. That’s when you started provoking me.”

“And you loved it,” she replied with a smirk. “Just like this afternoon with Arnau. Admit it: when you saw me rubbing sunscreen on in front of him, you got hard instantly.”

I didn’t deny it. Instead, I smiled and speared a scallop.

“You’re dangerous, Isabel. You always have been. I just want you to tone it down a bit.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be more careful about when I choose to play. Do you think this will be one of those moments?” she asked, sliding a strap down her shoulder. The neckline fell open dangerously, and she wasn’t wearing a bra.

“Don’t start, Isa… The terrace is packed.”

“You know you’re such a bore,” she said, tugging her strap back up with a look of feigned disappointment.

The waiter cleared the plates and brought the second course. The wine was working its magic. Conversation drifted between playful provocations and shared memories. Isabel tried a bite of sea bass and closed her eyes for a moment, savoring the fresh fish.

I looked at her with a mix of pride and tenderness. I remembered our beginnings perfectly. When she arrived in Barcelona, she was barely more than a kid, full of hope, terrified and thrilled in equal measure. She’d come with modest savings and a dream of opening a beauty center—a place designed for women who wanted to feel beautiful and didn’t mind spending on self-care. It wasn’t a bad idea, and everything came together in a partnership that benefited us both from the start.

I gave her supplier contacts, introduced her to several of my patients who were always chasing perfection. I sent her others who wanted ongoing upkeep after the procedures I did for them. She handled body treatments, tanning, manicures, and hair for them. In return, she sent me clients who needed something more invasive. It was a perfect partnership. Professional… and personal. Within a few months, she’d had to rent the space next door and hire hairdressers, masseuses, and double her treatment rooms.

I remembered the day she came to tell me in person. She showed up at the penthouse in a tight dress, nervous but excited. We talked numbers, marketing, strategies… and ended up fucking on the living room sofa without even making it to the bedroom. That partnership had brought us even closer. We didn’t just share an obvious attraction—we shared ambition and desire.

Isa, like all women blessed with above-average beauty, wanted everyone to dig beneath that gorgeous surface and see she was more than just a pretty blonde—though I’ve always thought the only reason men bother digging is precisely because they’re pretty. And she knew it. To some, that might sound immodest. It wasn’t. It was honest. Her beauty had opened doors, and it was certainly what made me want to dig to the ends of the earth if I had to.

She got up to use the bathroom. When she came back, I felt eyes following her. That invasive sensation again—one she seemed to enjoy so much. She was wearing the perfect outfit for a vacation night on the Costa Brava: a tiny strappy sundress and high-heeled sandals.

“How about a drink to close out the night?” I asked. “I heard they opened a new club.”

We almost never went out at night. We’d go to dinner, sure, but usually headed home shortly after. We led a quiet life, apart from the occasional drink on a terrace somewhere.

“This isn’t like you,” Isabel said. “You don’t like staying out late. Didn’t you want to go fishing?”

“We’ll have a drink, then head home.”

“To sleep, I suppose?”

“I’m hoping for something more.”

“You’re getting up early tomorrow.”

“I’ll have all afternoon to sleep.”

“All right. One drink. But just one.”

We arrived at the club shortly after midnight. It was an elegant place with two distinct areas: the club proper and a large wooden terrace facing the sea. We chose the terrace, which at that hour was more crowded than inside. We ordered two gin and tonics and settled into an area with low sofas overlooking the little beach just steps away.

The night was warm. Isabel crossed her legs and the dress rode up slightly on her thighs. She made no move to pull it down.

“You’re awfully quiet,” she observed, stirring her drink with the straw.

“I’m looking at you,” I admitted. “And thinking.”

“About what?”

“That we’ve been together twelve years and you still manage to make me nervous when you walk through a crowd.”

She smiled with satisfaction and leaned toward me.

“Nervous from jealousy… or nervous from desire?”

“Both.”

Isabel took a slow sip of her gin and tonic and set the glass on the low table. Then she leaned back against the sofa, resting her arm on the back, near my shoulder.

“You know I like it when they look at me,” she said quietly. “Not because I want anything from them, but because I know it affects you. It excites me knowing it makes you uncomfortable… and that it turns you on at the same time.”

“This afternoon with Arnau was too much,” I murmured.

“Too much?” she repeated playfully. “I was just putting on sunscreen.”

“It wasn’t the sunscreen. It was the way you did it—how you looked at him while you touched your breasts. You knew exactly what you were doing.”

Isabel laughed and brought her face close to mine.

“And you knew damn well he was watching,” she whispered. “We both know how this works. You like imagining that others desire me. You like that little pang of jealousy because afterward, when we’re alone, you feel like I’m only yours. You like that feeling of possession… and so do I. You know you’re everything to me, but I think these games are the perfect spice for our marriage. They turn us both on. You know I’d never go any further.”

I kept quiet for a few seconds, feeling the music pulse beneath our feet.

“Maybe you're right,” I finally admitted. “But that doesn't mean it's easy for me to control myself.”

She lifted her hand and gently traced her fingertips along my jaw.

“That's what makes the game fun, my love. The tension. Knowing I'm yours, but that I can make others look at me. And that you, deep down, enjoy knowing they can look… but only you get to touch.”

The sea breeze wrapped around us. Isabel moved a little closer and briefly rested her head on my shoulder—a surprisingly tender gesture amid all her teasing.

“Do you remember the first time we made love after you expanded Luxe Skin?” I asked.

“Of course I do,” she replied without pulling away. “I was euphoric. When I started out, I'd invested so much money and had no idea if it would work. You helped me so much back then.”

“That's because I liked you.”

“I know. It was obvious. I remember barely sleeping that first week.”

I smiled at the memory.

“The best part was that night—that's when everything started. I remember kissing in the penthouse while you told me all your plans for the center.”

Isabel lifted her head and looked into my eyes.

“And I told you I wanted us to be partners in life too. Not just referring clients to each other.”

The music shifted to a slower rhythm. Isabel stood up and held out her hand.

“Dance with me for a while.”

Dancing wasn't exactly my strong suit, but I accepted. On the dance floor, with the sea in the background, I pulled her toward me. My hands rested on her waist. She wrapped her arms around my neck and we danced slowly, barely moving.

“You have no idea how beautiful you look tonight,” I whispered in her ear.

“I don't have to imagine—I know,” she replied with a knowing smile. “That's why I chose this short dress.”

“That guy at that table is making me nervous. He's practically undressing you with his eyes.”

“Let him look,” she said, turning to see the man I was talking about. “He looks like a total creep. Those are the worst. Should we go?”

“For once, you're the one feeling uncomfortable from a man's stares,” I said, pulling her close. “And the old guy at that table can't take his eyes off you either. The woman with him is going to be pissed. The way he's staring! Some people have no shame.”

I felt her body pressed against mine, warm and soft. It wasn't a provocative dance, but an intimate one. A quiet seduction, full of promises between two people who loved and wanted each other.

“Let's go now. I want you to make love to me slowly when we get home tonight.”

“I'm getting up early tomorrow, remember?”

“Then let's leave now.”

I paid for the drinks and we headed for the exit. The night couldn't have gone better. The drive back home was nothing like the drive there.

As soon as we got in the car, Isabel took off her sandals and put her bare feet up on the dashboard, letting the dress ride dangerously high on her thighs. The interior light illuminated her tanned skin.

“Drive slowly,” she said, her voice huskier than before. “I'm in no hurry to get there.”

I started the car. The coastal road was dark and winding. Isabel rested her head against the seat and glanced over at me.

“I had a really good time tonight.”

“Sometimes the best moments are the ones you don't plan.”

Her right hand started creeping slowly up my thigh.

“Isabel…” I warned, though without much conviction.

“What? I'm just caressing my husband,” she said innocently, while her fingers reached the inside of my thigh. “Does it bother you?”

“You know it doesn't bother me… but you're distracting me.”

“Good. I want to distract you.”

Her fingers brushed over my crotch through my pants. I felt my body respond instantly.

“Someone's clearly enjoying himself,” she observed with satisfaction. “Does it have anything to do with this afternoon? The way I rubbed sunscreen on myself in front of that boy?”

“Fuck, Isabel…”

She laughed and pressed gently with the palm of her hand.

“Imagine what he thought when he saw my bare breasts… so close. He couldn't take his eyes off me.”

Her hand moved more deliberately, caressing me slowly through the fabric.

“Pull over at some lookout point,” she whispered.

“No,” I replied with effort. “Let's go home.”

“Coward,” she said in a playful tone, but without stopping her caresses. “Then I'll have to settle for touching you while you drive.”

“Isa… We’re going to have an accident,” I said, smiling at her.

For several miles, Isabel kept her hand on my crotch, rubbing with slow, precise movements, adjusting the pressure to match my breathing. On a straight stretch, she leaned toward me and unzipped my fly.

“Isa…”

I felt her warm, wet tongue on my tip.

My right hand left the steering wheel for a second to slide up her bare thigh. She parted her legs slightly, an invitation. My fingers brushed the fabric of her panties, already damp.

“You’re soaked,” I said, my voice low.

“I’ve been like this since dinner started,” she confessed. “Since I started imagining how you’d react tonight.”

The road kept curving. I had to pull my hand back to drive safely, but Isabel took my cock in her mouth again. She kept working me slowly with her tongue, savoring how my breathing grew heavier.

“Tomorrow, when you’re out fishing,” she whispered, “I want you to remember this. How your little wife sucks you off while you drive. And that even though Arnau and the others look at me… at the end of the day, I’m the one who gets wet thinking about you.”

We got home around three in the morning. When I turned off the engine, Isabel leaned toward me and gave me a slow kiss, full of promises.

“Don’t rush tomorrow,” she said against my lips. “But just so you know, when you get back from fishing… I might need you to put lotion on me. This time without an audience. No gardeners tomorrow.”

She got out of the car barefoot, sandals in hand, and walked toward the door knowing my eyes were on her. The short dress swayed with each step, revealing the curve of her ass. She turned and smiled at me.

As soon as we closed the front door, the silence of the foyer was broken only by the sound of our breathing. Isabel turned toward me, still barefoot, sandals dangling from two fingers. The dim light from the entrance traced her silhouette through the dress.

“Take it off,” she whispered, looking into my eyes.

I approached slowly. My hands moved up her arms to the straps. I slid them down her shoulders, letting the dress fall away. She stood in nothing but sheer black panties. Her skin still held the day’s tan and the faint scent of the sea mixed with her perfume.

I took my time looking at her. Isabel didn’t move, letting my eyes travel over her breasts, her waist, the curve of her hips. Then she stepped toward me and began unbuttoning my shirt, one button at a time.

“Tonight I don’t want to rush,” she said softly, kissing my chest as she uncovered it. “I want to feel you.”

When she finished with the shirt, she moved to my pants. She slid them down along with my boxers, freeing my hard cock. Her fingers wrapped around me tenderly, stroking me slowly from base to tip.

“You’re so hard…” she murmured against my neck. “Was it dinner? What happened in the car? Or watching me tease you all day?”

“All of it,” I whispered, pulling her against me.

Our bodies pressed together. I felt her hard nipples brush against my chest as we kissed. It was a deep, slow kiss—the kind that speaks of passion, but also of love and complete trust. My hands slid down her back to rest on her ass, squeezing gently as I pulled her tighter against me.

Isabel sighed into my mouth.

“Take me to bed.”

I picked her up. She wrapped her legs around my waist as we climbed the stairs, her lips never leaving mine. When we reached the bedroom, I laid her on the bed gently. Moonlight streamed through the large windows, bathing her body in silver.

I lay on top of her, bracing myself on my forearms. I began kissing her—first her lips, then her neck, moving slowly down to her breasts. I took one in my mouth, sucking gently on the nipple while my hand caressed the other. Isabel arched her back and moaned, tangling her fingers in my hair.

“Like that… slowly,” she whispered. “I love it when you savor me.”

I moved lower, kissing her belly, her hipbone, until I reached the edge of her panties. I slid them off slowly, down her legs. When I was between her thighs, her pussy already glistening, I looked up. She was watching me with bright eyes.

“Don’t rush,” she said softly.

I started by kissing the inside of her thighs, working my way up. When I reached her center, I kissed it softly, then ran my tongue slowly over her lips, tasting her. Isabel let out a long sigh and spread her legs wider. My tongue moved unhurried, exploring every fold, lingering on her clit with soft but steady circles. Each time she moaned louder, I slowed down, trying to prolong her pleasure.

“God… you’re so good at that,” she murmured, gripping the sheets.

I slipped one finger slowly inside her, then another. She was slick with arousal. I moved them gently, curving them slightly while my tongue kept working her most sensitive spot. Isabel began rocking her hips against my mouth, seeking more.

When I felt her nearing orgasm, I stopped. I moved up her body and kissed her deeply, letting her taste herself on my lips. She held me tight.

“I need you inside,” she whispered.

I positioned myself between her legs. The tip of my cock brushed against her pussy, hot and wet. I entered slowly, inch by inch, feeling her warmth wrap around me. Isabel moaned when I was all the way inside.

“I feel so full… my love,” she said, looking into my eyes.

I began moving with a slow, deep rhythm. Each thrust was deliberate, pulling out almost completely before sinking back into her. Our bodies fit together perfectly. Isabel wrapped her legs around my waist, pulling me deeper and deeper.

We kissed constantly—wet, intense kisses interrupted only by moans and ragged breathing. My hands caressed her breasts, her sides, her face. She scratched my back gently, leaving light marks with her nails.

“Slower…” she whispered. “I want to feel every inch.”

I slowed the pace a bit but kept the depth. Each time I buried myself completely, she let out a soft moan of pleasure. I could feel her inner walls squeezing me.

“You’re so beautiful…” I murmured, staring at her. “So mine. I love you, you little slut.”

Isabel smiled through her moans and kissed me harder.

“And you’re the only one who gets to have me like this,” she replied. “Even if others look… only you get to fuck me.”

Those words set me on fire. I started moving harder, but without losing the tenderness. Our bodies were slick with sweat, sliding against each other. We switched positions—she climbed on top, placing her hands on my chest as she rose and fell over me with slow, undulating movements.

Watching her ride me in the moonlight was hypnotic, wonderful. Her breasts swayed with each descent, her blonde hair falling over her shoulders. My hands gripped her hips, helping her set the rhythm.

“I want you to come inside,” she whispered, leaning down to kiss me. “I want to feel you empty yourself in me.”

We gradually picked up the pace. Isabel’s breathing quickened, her moans growing higher-pitched. I felt myself getting closer and closer.

“I’m not going to last much longer…” I warned her.

“Together,” she breathed. “Come with me.”

I gripped her hips tight and thrust upward while she reached down to touch her clit. A few more strokes and I felt her clench around me in strong spasms. Isabel threw her head back, moaning as she came. That squeeze was enough to push me over the edge. I buried myself deep inside her and let go, filling her with my hot cum as I groaned against her neck.

We stayed wrapped around each other, trembling slightly, my cock still inside her. Isabel rested her head on my chest, breathing hard. I stroked her back tenderly, kissing her sweaty forehead.

“I love you,” she whispered, still catching her breath.

“I love you too,” I replied, holding her tighter. “Even if you drive me crazy with your games.”

She lifted her head and smiled at me with that mix of mischief and affection I loved so much.

“Those games are what keep us having nights like this after twelve years.”

We kissed softly, unhurried. I stayed inside her a while longer, savoring the intimacy. When I finally pulled out, I drew her against my chest and we pulled the sheet over us.

“You see, my love, I’ve always thought good girls are the ones who go to heaven. But bad girls—bad girls like me,” she brought her lips close to mine, “go everywhere.” She traced my lips with the tip of her tongue, and they trembled under those wet caresses. “Don’t you think so?” My body shuddered again at that provocative touch. “Now I’m going to ask you something else. And this time, I want you to answer.”

She started tickling me—something I absolutely can’t stand. I swear I could die from being tickled.

“Isa, stop. That’s enough! Stop!”

“But it’s just a completely innocent question.”

“No, and please stop. That’s it,” I said, unable to stop squirming.

“Please, come on. Please, please,” she begged, clinging to my neck. “Don’t be like that. It’s just a game. I promise I’ll stop.”

She fixed her dark eyes on mine—now without the contacts.

“All right. What do you want to know?”

Her eyes sparkled.

“My question is simple. I just want you to tell me whether you like good girls better, or if you prefer bad girls like me.” As she said this, she traced the bare contour of my chest with her fingers.

“You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to. I know perfectly well you like bad girls. Very, very bad girls.” She gave my earlobe a little bite. Then she started peppering my neck with soft kisses.

“Isa,” I sighed, “you're playing with fire. You're going to get burned. We're both going to get burned.”

“I doubt it. I'm too wet to burn, I assure you.”

She fixed her gaze on mine while biting down hard on my lower lip. She was a master of seduction.

Without a second thought, I grabbed her by the waist and pulled her to me, to my mouth. She could get me rock hard with just a gesture or a few words. I was already straining against my pants again, and she wrapped her hand around me and started stroking.

“God! What a miraculous recovery. Much quicker than usual. See? You like bad girls. I knew it.”

Overcome with desire, I ran my fingers through her hair, playing with it, letting her guide my head wherever she wanted. Until my mouth found her breasts—the sweetest offering.

I attacked her nipples hungrily, my mouth burning with need. So much that I know it hurt her. But she didn't complain. Quite the opposite.

“Keep going, don't stop.” She closed her eyes and let out a quiet moan, wishing it would never end. Then she sat up and started licking me. Her mouth claimed my cock with playful greed, running her tongue from the tip down to my balls, which she caressed gently.

My arousal shot to another level—that point where I needed more. I made it clear by burying my fingers urgently in her hair, pushing her to go deeper, to suck harder and more intensely, with the occasional bite on the sensitive head. God! She could take you to the edge like no one else with just her tongue.

I cracked my eyes open and looked down at what she was doing to me. Fuck. I nearly lost my mind watching her tongue trace sinuous patterns around my swollen head, watching her mouth suck me over and over, making me endure the sharp jolts of pleasure each time.

Gradually but unstoppably, an overwhelming wave of arousal coursed through my body in small bursts, escaping as low, restrained moans while sharp tingles shot through my groin. So much pleasure it was almost painful.

Desperate to have me inside her, she lay back with her legs spread, whispering in my ear:

“I want you to fuck me, here and now. Yes, fuck me,” she moaned. “Oh, God! I'm so hot,” she moaned again, her tongue plunging into my mouth. “I want to feel your cock sliding in and out of my pussy. Yes, now... Fuck me, Julio!”

I welcomed her tongue while my fingers explored between her cheeks, searching for that forbidden hole—one I knew she'd give me willingly. She always did when she got this turned on. It didn't take long to find her tight ring, which clenched around one of my probing fingers. I pressed gently and slipped all the way inside that usually off-limits territory. That sensation—hot, soft, and tight—was unlike anything else.

Slowly, I slid in a second finger, which she took just as easily. Isa shuddered and shifted, getting on all fours to give me a perfect view of her ass. She swayed her hips from side to side, offering herself completely, so I buried my face between those two perfect cheeks and ran my tongue along her entire crack, already soaked with her juices and my saliva.

“Get me nice and wet, baby,” she said, spreading her cheeks with her hands to give me access. I gazed at her tight hole, which she displayed shamelessly. I traced it with the tip of my tongue, feeling its texture. Isa moaned softly and pushed back against me, urging me to push inside.

I caressed the silky skin of her ass, slowly moving up to her back, tracing her spine with my fingertips. Her breathing grew heavier. Her eyes were half-closed, glistening. I pulled away from her ass and kissed her forehead, then the corner of her lips.

“Do you want to stop?” I whispered.

She shook her head gently. She took my hand and guided it back, resting it on her ass. That was all I needed. I kissed her tenderly as my fingers slid down, caressing the curve of her cheeks. I found her tight ring again and brushed it with my fingertip. It was hot, slightly slick.

“Very slowly…” she murmured.

I sat up a bit, grabbed the massage oil from the nightstand, and squeezed a generous amount onto my fingers. I positioned myself behind her again and gently spread her legs as my slick hand returned to where it belonged.

Isa clenched instinctively when she felt my slick fingertip. That small, dark, tight ring pulsed with each touch. I massaged it in slow circles, applying gentle, patient pressure, easing in little by little. I felt the muscle tense, then gradually give way, relaxing under my touch.

“Breathe, beautiful…” I whispered.

Isabel let out a long, trembling gasp as three of my fingers pressed harder. Her tight ring resisted at first, clenching around my fingertips. She was incredibly tight and hot. I paused, letting her adjust, while my other hand gently stroked her swollen clit.

Little by little, Isa began to open up. My fingers slid in to the knuckles. She moaned and arched her back. I moved them with agonizing slowness, rotating, exploring those velvety, hot walls.

“God... you're so tight...” I murmured, my voice hoarse with excitement. “So perfect.”

I added a fourth finger very carefully. Isa's ass visibly tensed around them, forming a tight, oil-glistening ring. As much as I'd always wanted to, I couldn't go any further. This was her limit before she'd protest. Her breathing grew more ragged, small sharp gasps escaping each time my fingers pushed deeper, but she was tensing up. She was about to complain about the intense stretch. When I felt she was open and relaxed enough, I withdrew my fingers and shifted into position behind her. I coated my cock generously with oil and pressed the tip against her pulsing hole.

“Are you sure?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

She answered by pushing back ever so gently. That was all I needed.

I pressed firmly, and the head of my cock slid in slowly but easily. Isa's ass stretched obscenely around me as I pushed inside her, forming a tense, glistening ring that gripped me tight. She let out a long, deep moan—almost a whimper—when the head slipped past the tight ring of muscle. I held still, letting her adjust to the fullness before pushing the rest of the way in.

“Breathe, baby...” I whispered, stroking her pussy.

“Do it now. Give me all of it. I'm ready—it won't hurt.”

Little by little, inch by inch, I sank into her. She was a velvety furnace inside, incredibly tight and slick. Each time I pushed deeper, her body clenched around my girth, as if trying to push me out and pull me in at the same time. Isabel's gasps grew sharper, more ragged, mixed with small moans that vibrated in her throat.

When I was buried to the hilt, we both went still, breathing hard. I wrapped my arms around her from behind, one hand cupping her breasts, the other slipping between her legs to stroke her clit gently.

I started moving with slow, deep thrusts. Each time I pulled almost all the way out, her body closed visibly around me, only to open again when I pushed back in. Her gasps grew more intense, hoarser. She didn't speak, but her body said everything: the hand gripping the sheet tight, her hips starting to push back, seeking more depth.

I kept moving inside her with a slow, deep rhythm, each thrust measured and careful. She gripped me with exquisite pressure, hot and silky, clenching and releasing around me. Her gasps had grown hoarser, more urgent, filling the room along with the wet, soft sounds of our bodies.

Suddenly, her whole body went rigid. She clenched hard around my cock in intense spasms as a deep orgasm tore through her. She let out a long, broken moan—almost silent at first, then louder. I didn't stop moving, riding it out with her gently through the climax, kissing her shoulder and the nape of her neck as she came undone.

When the contractions started to fade, I pulled out of her very carefully. She turned slowly and looked into my eyes. Her cheeks were flushed, her lips parted, her gaze glassy. She sat up a little and pushed me gently until I was lying on my back.

She settled between my legs, took my glistening cock in her hand, and looked me straight in the eyes.

“I want you to come in my mouth,” she whispered, her voice husky from pleasure and exertion.

I couldn't hold back a guttural moan just from hearing her. She leaned down and took my cock deep between her lips. Her mouth was hot, wet, and eager. She sucked me devotedly, combining long, deep pulls with her tongue swirling around the sensitive underside, savoring her own taste mixed with mine.

I gently brushed her hair back, sweeping it away from her face so I could watch her—a sight that drove me crazy.

“I'm going to come...” I warned, my voice strained.

She didn't pull away. If anything, she took me deeper. That was enough.

I came with a long, deep grunt, spilling into her mouth in three powerful spurts. She swallowed without hesitation, taking everything I gave her while I emptied completely, her eyes locked on mine with an intensity that left me breathless.

When I finished, she licked me clean and climbed up my body until she lay on my chest. I held her tight, stroking her back slowly. Neither of us spoke. We just stayed like that, skin against skin, our breathing gradually slowing together.

Isabel traced lazy circles on my chest with her finger.

“Tomorrow, when you get back from fishing...” she murmured, half asleep. “I want you to wake me up slowly... and make love to me again. But this time in the morning, with the light. I want to see your face when you come.”

“If I'm lucky... I'll smell like fish.”

“Then do me a favor and shower first.”

I smiled in the darkness and kissed her hair.

“Sleep, you tease.”

She snuggled closer, satisfied and relaxed.

“Only yours,” she whispered before drifting off.

I stayed awake a few more minutes, listening to her quiet breathing and feeling the warmth of her body against mine. Twelve years later, she was still the same woman who drove me crazy...
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“My God! Dr. Julio de la Vega! I thought you were still in Barcelona, busy fixing the damage that time inflicts!”

I looked up. The man who had greeted me was tall, almost six and a half feet, athletic, wearing short rubber fishing boots, with hair white as snow and a deeply tanned face sporting a smile that made him look like he was perpetually joking.

“We’ve been here a week already. The prosthetics and facelifts can wait until September. What are you doing here, Manel?”

“That’s exactly the question I wanted to ask you. I’m here to go fishing. With Miquel.”

“Same here. He told me about a very promising spot with good-sized white bream and red bream. I hope you’ve improved since the last time we went fishing. I wouldn’t want you going out just to wet your hook again.”

When I said this, I was just throwing one of his own favorite expressions back at him. He burst out laughing, and so did I.

“I think we’ll take his boat. It’s that one over there,” he said, gesturing toward a Merry Fisher docked a bit further along. “I hope you’re planning to chip in for the drinks. But we’ll let you fish for free.”

“I appreciate it. That’s very generous of you,” I said with a laugh. “I came ready to chip in for the beer and the fuel.”

“Yeah, well, in my town we’re generous by nature. Well, almost always…”

The marina was deserted, and the weather-beaten fishing boats sat empty. The few figures visible on the streets were straggling home after a long night of partying.

“Woe is me…” a voice boomed behind us. “These two are useless for fishing. They don’t have a fisherman’s hands, they don’t have a fisherman’s eyes… Anyway, I’ll have to do all the work myself.”

“But you’ll at least try to teach us how to fish, won’t you, Miquel?” Manel said with mock innocence.

“Yeah, yeah… Good Lord, what choice do I have! But why do I invite guys like you to come along? Why?”

Miquel was a true fisherman, small, agile, and feisty as a fighting rooster, with dentures that clicked when he spoke. Only God knew how old he was. He sat on a wooden bench, a flat cap pulled down to his ears and the collar of his thin jacket turned up, busy preparing the right bait for the day’s fishing.

There had been barely any wind during the night, and now the sea was smooth as glass. The first fishing boats were heading out of the port, and the streets and docks were coming to life. I watched the first amateur fishermen climbing into their boats.

“All right, let’s see what you’ve learned in the city. Tell me the names of all these baits.”

“Those are worms,” I said, pointing to a box full of huge cream-colored worms.

“Try to be a bit more specific…”

“I don’t know. They all look the same to me.”

“God! May all the saints in heaven protect us! How do you expect to fish if you don’t even know that? These are titas for bream fishing. Those over there are mantis shrimp, and since I don’t trust you two at all, I’ve also brought salted sardines—perfect for big bream and sea bass. Got it?”

“No. But let’s figure it out as we go.”

“This one’s thick-headed, Manel. You can tell he’s from the city. They don’t know a thing about fishing there. Do you at least know how to cast?”

“No,” I joked, playing along.

“Then what do you know how to do?”

“Nothing. That’s why I came looking for Miquel ‘the terror of the seas,’ so he can teach me.”

“Do you think I have time to waste? I’m already a very old man. I’ll probably die before you catch your first one-pounder.”

“If you die first, I promise to bury you with a bottle of cognac so you won’t get cold.”

“Better make it two.”

Miquel and I were old friends, and we’d grown very fond of each other since I’d started spending summers in Begur. Every summer we’d go out fishing a couple of times, and I missed those trips when I was back in Barcelona.

“Good morning, doctor,” he said, hugging me warmly. “Ready to wet your line? Looks like a good day—not much wind.”

“More than ready,” I replied, climbing into the boat. “I need to unplug. You can’t imagine how much I miss this when I’m in Barcelona.”

“You could come down some weekend, especially in spring. Lots of people do.”

“I don’t have much free time, and when I’m not working, I have to take care of Isabel.”

“Well, suit yourself, freshwater fisherman… but I’m not going to be here forever.”

We left the port as the sun began to rise. The sea was calm, with that deep blue so characteristic of this part of the Mediterranean. Miquel set course for some rocky areas where, he assured us, the bream usually bit well and, with luck, we might hook a sea bass.

As we sailed, conversation flowed naturally. Miquel was at the helm while Manel checked the hooks and reels.

“It’s getting harder and harder to catch anything decent,” Manel commented as he baited a rod. “We used to come back with the cooler full in three hours. Now you have to work for it.”

“Overfishing,” Miquel said without taking his eyes off the horizon. “The Mediterranean is exhausted. The European Community says overfishing rates have dropped a bit, and they’ve increased restrictions, but we can still tell there are too many boats, too many trawl nets sweeping the bottom. The juveniles don’t get a chance to reproduce.”

I nodded, setting up my own rod.

“And the pollution doesn’t help, I suppose... The sea is choking. I remember when I was little, you could see schools of fish from the surface. Now you have to find them with sonar.”

Manel spat overboard.

“Exactly. Then they wonder why the sea bass are skinnier or have more parasites.”

We reached the chosen spot and anchored near a rocky shoal about eighty feet down. We cast our lines with natural bait and started fishing the bottom and mid-water.

The morning passed peacefully and was surprisingly productive. First, a decent white seabream bit—about twenty-eight ounces. Miquel pulled it out skillfully and tossed it in the cooler, which he’d already filled with water.

“Good start,” he said approvingly.

Shortly after, my rod bent hard. It was a nice gilthead bream, silver with that characteristic golden spot between the eyes. It would weigh close to three and a half pounds. I brought it up carefully, feeling that deep fear that grips you when the fish isn’t out of the water yet—that primitive satisfaction of fishing.

“Nice catch,” Manel said approvingly. “You’re on fire today.”

Around eleven, Miquel hooked an excellent sea bass. It was big, easily over five and a half pounds. The fish fought hard, making the reel “sing.” When we had it on board, all three of us grinned with satisfaction.

“This one deserves a photo,” Miquel said. “White seabream, gilthead bream, and a nice sea bass. Not bad for shitty fishermen like you two.”

We ate Spanish omelet sandwiches and drank cold beer while the boat rocked gently. The sun was already beating down, but the sea breeze kept things pleasant.

Manel went to the bow to make some casts. In the silence that followed, Miquel cleared his throat and looked at me with a serious expression.

“Listen... I didn’t want to say anything, but I feel like I have to. You’re a friend, and I don’t like this.”

I looked at him, puzzled.

“What’s going on?”

Miquel hesitated, making sure Manel couldn’t hear us. He seemed completely absorbed in his fishing.

“There are rumors going around town. They’ve been circulating for a few days. At first I thought it was just silly bar gossip, but they’re spreading. They involve your wife.”

I felt an immediate knot in my stomach. I set the sandwich aside.

“What kind of rumors?”

Miquel sighed.

“They say that... she’s pretty uninhibited. That she likes attention. Someone mentioned that the other day, at your pool, she was sunbathing... barely dressed.”

I made an effort to keep my expression neutral, though inside I was seething. The image of Isabel rubbing in the sunscreen, knowing Arnau was watching her, came flooding back.

“They also say,” he continued uncomfortably, “that it’s not the first time. You know how people in small towns are. They exaggerate. But since Arnau is from town and his mother is close friends with my wife, the story has spread. Some say Isabel is a beautiful woman who likes being admired. Others take it further and talk about her ‘having fun’ when you’re not around.”

I stayed quiet for a few seconds, looking at the sea. The internal contradiction I knew so well hit me again.

“Isabel is... extroverted,” I finally said, choosing my words carefully. “She likes to feel beautiful and desired. But that’s a far cry from what you’re insinuating.”

Miquel raised his hands.

“I’m not insinuating anything, I’m just telling you what’s being said. I know her a little, and she’s always seemed like a nice woman to me—gorgeous, too. But people love to gossip. And Arnau is going around bragging that ‘the lady of the big house gives him looks.’ Kid stuff, probably, but it’s being talked about.”

Miquel changed the bait on his rod and added:

“I’m only telling you so you know. If you want to talk to Arnau, better do it calmly. Don’t want the kid getting any ideas. And if they’re just rumors, well, let them die on their own. But you know how this works: today it’s ‘she took off her bikini,’ tomorrow it could be anything else.”

At that moment another white seabream bit. I pulled it out almost mechanically, my mind far from the hook. The fish flopped on the deck, silver under the sun.

“Thanks for telling me,” I finally responded. “I’d rather know. Isabel and I have been together for years. We have our own way of doing things. Sometimes she likes to provoke, but she knows where to draw the line,” I said, not entirely convinced.

He nodded, visibly relieved to have gotten that off his chest.

“I don’t doubt you or her. I just thought you should know before it reaches you distorted or things get worse.”

The conversation drifted back to fishing, but the mood wasn’t the same. We pulled in a couple more sargos and another medium-sized dorada before deciding to pack it in. The cooler was pretty full: several sargos, three doradas, and Miquel’s nice lubina.

On the way back to port, the sun was already going down. The engine hummed at full throttle, and the smell of salt and fish filled the air.

Miquel broke the silence:

“Hey, if you need anything, you know where to find me. And if you want me to have a word with Arnau on your behalf, just say the word.”

“That won’t be necessary,” I replied. “I’ll talk to Isabel this afternoon. And anyone else I need to.”

As we docked, I couldn’t stop thinking about her. About her body glistening with lotion, her playful smile when she teased me, the moans from the night before. The rumors pissed me off.

As I got off the boat with the cooler, he gave me a pat on the back.

“Good fishing today, huh? And don’t be too hard on Isabel. She’s a great girl. Take care.”

“Thanks, guys. See you soon.”

I walked toward the car carrying the weight of the fish and the weight of the words. The fishing had been good as far as the catch went, but it had brought a shadow with it. Now it was time to go home and talk to her about what I’d just heard. I knew she’d deny it, minimize it, or worse, turn it into another one of her games—but I didn’t find it fucking funny.
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The sun was starting to set when I parked in front of the chalet. It was close to eight, that hour when the light turns golden and the Empordà air seems to pause for a moment before nightfall. I still had the smell of salt and fish on my skin, my hands rough from the seawater and bait, my head a mess. It had been a good day, until Miquel went and ruined it.

I got out slowly, shut the car door with a solid thud, and stood there for a second looking at the house. Everything seemed in order. Too quiet, actually, though at that moment I didn’t know why I’d thought that.

“Isa?” I called as I walked in, surprised not to see her by the pool.

Inside, silence.

I dropped the keys on the little console table by the door and put the fish in the fridge. I walked into the living room. The blinds were half-drawn, filtering orange light that stretched in long lines across the floor. The air was still—no murmur of someone moving through the house, no music, no TV in the background.

“Isabel?”

Nothing.

It wasn’t strange that she’d gone out; after all, I’d left her there alone practically all day, and she often wanted to take a walk or explore somewhere new. She loved finding secluded coves, or new running routes. Even so, something felt off. Maybe the silence. Maybe the way everything seemed too still.

I pulled out my phone to call her, and that’s when I heard it. A muffled, insistent sound.

A phone vibrating.

I turned and spotted it right away on the coffee table in front of the sofa. Isabel’s phone was lighting up, inching across the surface with each vibration. I walked over and picked it up.

It was my call.

A small, almost imperceptible knot formed in my stomach.

I hung up.

“Isa?” I called out louder, as if she might suddenly appear from around a corner.

No answer.

I set the phone back down, but not with the same absent gesture as before. Now every movement felt slower, more deliberate. I looked around: the sofa was untouched, the cushions in place. No cup, no open book, no sign that anyone had been there recently.

I headed back to the kitchen.

The floor was spotless. The counter, clear. No plate in the sink, no pan on the stovetop, not even a glass. I opened the dishwasher on impulse: empty. Closed for hours, maybe since morning.

I opened the fridge. Organized. Everything in its place. Nothing missing, and nothing new that hadn’t been there for a couple of days.

“She hasn’t eaten here…” I murmured, thinking out loud.

I closed the door gently and leaned against the counter for a second. I was trying to piece together the day with almost nothing to go on. I’d left early, before she woke up—normal enough after the night we’d had. I looked around to see if she’d left a note. But no. Nothing.

I left the kitchen and went back to the hallway. The bedrooms were silent.

I pushed open the bedroom door.

The bed was unmade, sheets rumpled, and the dress she’d worn last night lay balled up on the floor. Isabel’s pillow still had a slight indentation, as if she’d just gotten up. On the nightstand, her things: a book, sunglasses, a small jar of moisturizer.

All normal, but strange. Isa was obsessive about neatness. She never would have left the room like that, much less one of her favorite dresses balled up on the floor.

I opened the closet on an impulse I couldn’t quite explain. Her clothes hung in perfect rows. No obvious gap, nothing to suggest she’d packed for something special or taken any luggage. I closed the door.

The bathroom was the same. Dry. Tidy. No sign of a recent shower. Nothing on the counter, the towels perfectly arranged on their racks. The bath towel felt completely dry, though in summer, if she’d showered that morning, it would have dried by now.

I went back to the living room, faster this time, as if something were pushing me. I grabbed the phone and dialed her number again, almost automatically. The sound filled the room—absurd. I hung up before the second ring, remembering she hadn’t taken her phone.

I stood in the middle of the living room, staring at the phone as if it could give me some answer. The silence settled back in, heavier now.

That’s when I realized something simple and disturbing: I had no idea who to call.

We didn’t know the neighbors. We hadn’t spoken to anyone beyond the occasional wave to some acquaintance. We had almost no friends there, no contacts, not even the name of someone nearby to turn to. Everything that until that morning had meant freedom and escape from our routine—that feeling of being outside our normal life in Barcelona—now felt like isolation.

I ran a hand over my face, noticing the contrast between my still-salty skin and the dry air of the house. I told myself to calm down. I needed a good shower, so I took one to make the time pass more quickly while I waited for her to come back. I kept expecting to hear her walk into the bathroom at any moment, apologizing for leaving her phone behind.

When I got out of the shower, the house was still silent.

I thought about calling a friend in Barcelona, but why? What was I going to tell them exactly? “I can’t find Isabel.” It sounded ridiculous. Premature. But at the same time…

I looked at the phone on the table again.

Isabel didn’t go out without it. Never.

That thought hit harder than any other.

I walked to the front door and opened it. Outside, the light was beginning to fade, and the distant sound of a car on the road broke the stillness. I looked toward the gate, half-expecting to see her appear at any moment, walking casually, maybe carrying a bag, maybe smiling at my overblown concern.

But there was no one.

And for the first time since I’d walked in, I felt something clear and undeniable:

Something wasn’t right.
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He closed the apartment door behind him. The stairwell smelled of age and cooking. He found it strange that none of the smells in this place felt familiar. Step by step, he made his way down from the fourth floor of the old building—no elevator—and his back and knees let him know it.

When he stepped outside, the same feeling hit him as every other day. From his street, you could see the towers along Paseo de la Castellana perfectly, but his street was a far cry from all that supposed luxury and modernity. Number 42 had an aluminum door and an intercom that sounded asthmatic.

He headed toward the metro entrance—a wide staircase descending into the city’s bowels, where a smell hit him immediately: a heavy mix of hot metal, sweat from hundreds of bodies, burnt rubber, and something indefinably damp and underground. It wasn’t a smell you could describe with pretty words: it was the smell of Madrid below ground, of thousands of stressed people passing through every day, of old cables, of fried food that seeped into everything, and of the collective breath of a city that never slept.

He rode the escalators down, slow and noisy, backpack slung over his shoulders. The heat grew worse as he descended—a humid, sticky heat that got into your skin and clothes. Valdeacederas station was ugly, functional: grimy white tiles on the walls, yellowed posters with metro maps, ads for language academies and civil service exam prep courses. A kiosk sold sandwiches wrapped in foil and bottles of lukewarm water. He bought a bottle and headed down to the platform.

The platform was packed: people with suitcases, office workers with briefcases and portfolios, tourists clutching maps, a man playing guitar with a hat on the ground for coins. The train arrived with a metallic roar, the doors opened with a pneumatic hiss, and the heat from inside hit him like a fist. He squeezed in among other bodies: a guy in a suit who reeked of strong cologne mixed with intense body odor, a girl with earbuds staring at her phone without blinking. An older woman with shopping bags got up and left her seat empty. Yago preferred to stay standing. He was tense. He watched through the window as dark tunnels rushed past, lights flashing by, stations sliding past with names of people and places he didn’t know: Tetuán, Estrecho, Alvarado, Rubén Darío…

The car was an oven that wouldn’t stop rattling. The smell intensified: sweat and cheap perfume... The walls were covered with graffiti and stickers, the plastic seats scratched and dubiously clean.

He arrived at Colón after about twenty minutes that felt like hours, transfer included. The platform was even more crowded, people shoving to pack in like sardines. He rode the escalators up, his low spirits weighing on him like a stone. He emerged onto the street, and the outside air felt fresh by comparison, though it was still muggy.

He turned at the lower level of Colón, a few meters from the Wax Museum. The suffocating heat of a Madrid summer made him sweat, but he barely noticed; he’d spent years ignoring the weather the way he ignored almost everything else. Then he spotted the black door of Summum—a sheet of lacquered iron that absorbed the streetlamp light instead of reflecting it. No neon sign, just a discreet brass plaque with the name engraved in elegant cursive, already half worn away by thousands of hands. It was the kind of entrance that promised exclusivity.

The bouncer, a dark-skinned guy built like a tank, was already there as always, leaning against the frame with his arms crossed. Tall, broad-shouldered, dark skin, hair buzzed down to a one. Dominican or Ecuadorian—what did it matter? He’d been at that door long enough for nationality to have dissolved into the black uniform and his slow, languid presence.

“Hey, papi,” he said in his deep, slow voice, Caribbean accent stretching out the vowels.

Yago didn’t flinch. It was their nightly ritual.

“Papi my ass. I’ve told you a thousand times—the day I fucked your mother, I used a condom.”

The same joke every day, worn out like the doormat. Bryan raised his right hand, palm open, and Yago met it with a sharp smack that echoed down the street. A greeting between men who respect each other because they know the other one is serving his sentence too.

“Watch out for the old man today,” Bryan murmured, lowering his voice even though no one was around. “He’s pissed.”

“What else is new...” Yago replied, pushing through the door.

Summum was shrouded in semi-darkness. As Yago crossed the threshold, he felt the pressure change in his ears, that slight buzzing produced by the acoustic insulation of old establishments when doors close on the outside world. The soft red carpet muffled his footsteps. The smell was unmistakable: expensive perfume gone stale, tobacco from ten years ago still clinging to the curtains, old leather, and alcohol that had been slowly evaporating for decades. It was a smell you couldn’t scrub out with bleach or mask with air fresheners; it was part of the very architecture of the place.

The main room was a long rectangle with high ceilings and ornate moldings. Back in the day, in the eighties, when Summum had opened with fanfare as one of the nocturnal temples of the Movida that refused to die, those moldings had been genuine gold leaf. Now, perhaps to suit more modern tastes, they’d been painted black. The chandeliers that had once hung from the ceiling had been replaced by spotlights—more functional, easier to clean—but you could still see the marks they’d left in the plaster, marks no one had bothered to hide.

Parts of the room stayed too dark, but Don Pedro, the owner, called it a necessary darkness.

On the left, the main bar took up almost the entire wall. It was his refuge, and at the same time his sentence. Dark mahogany, polished so many times the edges had worn smooth—now it looked more like black marble than wood. Behind it, a beveled mirror ten feet high and twenty feet wide reflected the room multiplied and fragmented, as if the Summum existed in several overlapping realities at once. Above the mirror, smoked glass shelves held bottles no one ordered anymore: green Chartreuse from the seventies, aged Cuban rums that had outlasted everything, herbal liqueurs with French labels no one could pronounce. Some bottles had been nearly empty for decades, but they stayed there, like trophies from a thousand nights of battle.

The floor was covered in burgundy carpet, so worn that loose threads and mysterious stains showed through in the high-traffic areas. Low smoked-glass tables and dark leather armchairs formed small semicircular booths, separated by carved wooden screens with geometric patterns that hinted at art deco. In its golden age, those booths had hosted politicians, second-rate actresses, and businessmen closing deals with cognac in hand. Rumor had it the place had been one of King Juan Carlos's regular haunts on his nocturnal escapes from Zarzuela.

At the back, the dance floor was a perfect oval surrounded by chrome railing that clashed with the classicism of the rest of the place. The parquet creaked underfoot whenever someone dared to cross it, and on the ceiling, the mirror ball rotated lazily, throwing off weak flashes that might have been trying to pass for stars. Music drifted from invisible speakers, low but constant.

Javier stood behind the bar, motionless, rag in his right hand, his gaze fixed on some vague point between the mirror and nothing. He wore the black uniform that aimed for elegance—and actually pulled it off. He didn't look up when Yago walked in, just murmured something that might have been a greeting. Yago came over, took his usual stool—third from the left—and rested his elbows on the cold wood.

“Give me the usual,” he said.

“The old man's pissed. Better let it go for today…”

“If he shows up, I'll pay for it,” Yago replied.

Javier nodded. He poured a gin and tonic into a tall glass, no measuring, no flourishes. The ice crackled as it dropped in. He set the glass in front of Yago and went back to his stance: rag in hand, staring at nothing.

“He's in a hell of a mood… Something about a review. Been yelling all afternoon.”

The night hadn't even started, and already it felt eternal.

Yago took a long sip. The alcohol burned its way down. Javier always poured with a heavy hand. He looked around: the room was nearly empty, though it was early. A couple in their fifties sat in a booth at the back, talking in low voices; a man alone in the opposite corner, staring at his phone, face blank; and a woman in a red dress at the bar, four stools down, sipping what looked like a Manhattan with the deliberateness of someone waiting for something—anything—to break the routine.

Javier broke the silence again, not looking at him.

“The old man's been asking about you. Says you're late again.”

Yago shrugged.

“Screw him. I always stay two hours late and he doesn't pay me overtime.”

A dry laugh escaped Javier, more like a cough.

Silence settled again, heavy and comfortable. They were two men who understood each other without needing many words. Both trapped in the same loop: open, serve, close, repeat. The Summum wasn't just a place; it was a time capsule where the past refused to die and the future never came.

Yago rotated the glass between his fingers.

“So what's the old man planning? Threatening to sell the place again?”

Javier sighed.

“Worse. He's talking about renovating. And he keeps saying he'll 'renovate us' too. Same old story…”

Yago let out a bitter laugh.

“We won't get that lucky. Don't worry. It'll pass.”

Javier didn't answer. He just kept polishing glasses.

The woman in the red dress raised her hand and ordered another cocktail. Javier moved with mechanical slowness to make it.

Yago watched her in the mirror. She had to be around thirty-five, maybe a bit older. Impeccable makeup, short dress with a plunging neckline, but tired eyes. She could pass for a hooker, but he noticed she wore a wedding ring on her right hand, and she kept twisting it like she wanted to take it off.

“Another night of confessions,” Yago murmured, glancing at his companion.

Javier shot him a sidelong look.

“Like every night. Go on, get changed. Don’t provoke the old man.”

Yago pushed the storage room door open with his shoulder. He flicked on the bare bulb hanging from its cord, and the flickering yellow light illuminated the orderly chaos of his work life: boxes of bottles stacked against the wall, a metal coat rack with identical black uniforms, a cracked mirror in the corner that no one had bothered to replace since he’d arrived at the Summum twelve years ago.

He stripped off his shirt and hung it up carelessly. Then his pants. What really killed him were the leather-soled shoes, the ones the old man made them wear because they looked elegant. They murdered his feet. Every night, when he took them off, he felt the blood rushing back to his toes, a painful kind of relief. He sat on the wobbly stool, tied his laces, and let out a long sigh. Forty-five years old and he already had the feet of an old man. But the worst was his shoulder. That constant pain that only got worse after so many hours on his feet holding a tray. The cracked mirror reflected a face he didn’t quite recognize: deep bags under his eyes, black hair that refused to go gray but already showed a few traitors at the temples. He wasn’t ugly, or at least that’s what they all told him, and he certainly couldn’t complain about his success with women. Average build leaning toward thin, though wiry, he had a scar in the middle of his right eyebrow that didn’t mar his face—even gave him an interesting edge. Another small scar at the corner of his mouth emphasized his features when he pursed his lip. A face that conveyed character, and plenty of miles on it.

He put on the clean uniform: black long-sleeved shirt, fitted vest, straight-leg pants. The new shoes were identical to the old ones. He gave himself one last look in the mirror. He looked like what he was—a waiter at a high-end club who’d gotten the decade wrong.

As he left the storage room, the door creaked and he ran into Yoli in the narrow hallway leading to the restrooms. Yoli was… Yoli was whatever you wanted her to be, as long as you were willing to pay. Tall, brunette, with curves that looked like they’d been drawn by someone who knew what they were doing, light eyes that shifted with the light, and a smile that promised everything—though nothing for free. She wore a short black dress, tight, with a neckline that plunged past the point of decency, and high heels. Very high.

“Good evening, handsome,” she said in that voice that sounded like it came off an old vinyl record.

Yago held her gaze a second longer than necessary.

“Evening, gorgeous. Here to work?”

She laughed, stepped closer, and brushed his arm with her long red nails.

“The old man called me. Says there’ll be action tonight.”

“Action…” Yago repeated sarcastically.

Yoli shrugged. The movement made the dress tighten in all the right places.

The old man didn’t mind her being around because every now and then she did him a little job for free, and because she really was a knockout. Free decoration, he called it. Plus she brought pretty, discreet friends who raised the bar.

She winked at him and headed toward the main room, heels clicking with confidence. Yago stood there a second, watching her back, the curve of her hips, the calculated sway. It wasn’t exactly desire; it was more like confirmation that something in this place was still alive, still moving and breathing—even if it came at a price.

He headed back to the bar. Javier was still at his post, polishing the same glass that seemed immortal. Yago leaned against the wood and looked around, taking in the room.

That’s when he noticed the couple in the back—the ones who’d been camped out in the most secluded booth for half an hour with two glasses of champagne. Couple in their fifties looking to spice things up, he thought. She wore a gold dress with an indecent neckline, shiny fabric that caught what little light there was and threw it back in metallic flashes. Hair pulled up in a bun, long earrings that swayed every time she turned her head. He wore a navy suit without a tie, white shirt open at the collar, expensive watch on his left wrist. They kept glancing around nervously, like tourists who’d wandered into the wrong place but didn’t dare leave. She crossed and uncrossed her legs; he drummed his fingers on the low glass table. They barely talked. Just quick glances, tight smiles, like they were waiting for a signal that never came.

Then Yoli drifted into view, moving between the tables with the ease of someone who knew every inch of the place. She stopped beside the couple’s booth, rested a hand on the back of the woman’s chair, and leaned in slightly. She smiled. She said something Yago couldn’t hear from the bar, but he saw the woman in the gold dress blush and the man straighten up in his seat.

Yago approached Yoli as she passed by the bar to order a bottle of ice-cold Moët.

“If you play your cards right,” he murmured in her ear, “that’s a whole night’s work right there.”

Yoli turned her head slowly and sized up the couple with a clinical eye. She took in the expensive dress, the crisp suit, the nervousness that reeked of new money and repressed fantasies. She nodded once, almost imperceptibly.

“Leave it to me, handsome.”

She grabbed the bottle and three tall glasses, then headed back to the booth. This time she perched on the edge of the couch, crossing her legs so the dress rode up just enough—and then some. She began speaking in a low voice, leaning in toward them. The woman in the gold dress listened wide-eyed; the man nodded and swallowed hard. Yoli poured the champagne slowly, letting the bubbles rise and burst in silence. Then she offered each of them a glass. They drank. First a timid sip, then a bolder one.

Javier, still polishing the same glass he’d been working on forever, murmured:

“That girl is a money-making machine.”

He was dying for a smoke, but the old man was strict about smoking in the club. He didn’t mind if you stepped into the storeroom for a cigarette, as long as you were discreet and didn’t make a habit of it.

“And Don Pedro knows it. That’s why he lets her in.”

“That, and the blowjobs she gives him. He’s no idiot.”

The room was still nearly empty. The loner with the phone had ordered a second beer and was watching Yoli now, barely concealing his envy. The couple in their fifties didn’t seem so nervous anymore; they were smiling, touching Yoli’s arm like old friends. She played along: a hand on his knee, a brush of her fingers on the woman’s shoulder, whispered words that had them both leaning in, more relaxed by the minute.

Yago took a sip of his watered-down gin and tonic and felt the familiar burn in his throat. He glanced at the wall clock: eleven thirty. The night, professionally speaking, was just getting started.

Yoli excused herself for a moment, went to the bathroom, and came back with her phone in hand. She fired off a quick message, tucked the phone away, and returned to the booth. Minutes later, the couple stood up. He pulled out his wallet and tossed several bills on the table with studied nonchalance—way too many for two glasses of cava and a bottle of Moët. Yoli smiled at them, kissed them both on the cheek, and walked them to the back exit, the one that led to the discreet alley where taxis waited.

When she came back, she had a wad of bills in her hand and a satisfied smile.

“Good hunting,” Yago said.

“Good advice,” she replied. “They invited me back to their suite. Say they want to ‘try something new.’ I told them what we could do, and they loved the idea. They’re waiting for me outside.”

Yago raised his glass in a silent toast.

“Enjoy.”

Yoli stepped closer and gave him a quick, professional kiss at the corner of his mouth.

“Don’t get jealous, bartender. You could too, if you were willing to pay.”

Yago chuckled and nodded at the bills she was tucking into her tiny purse.

“I don’t have that kind of budget, gorgeous.”

She clicked away on her heels, and Yago finished his drink.

The night was picking up. Thursdays were usually good for the old man’s business. The best of the workweek, though nothing compared to the madness of Fridays and especially Saturdays. Little by little, more bodies filtered in: a group of executives looking for company so they wouldn’t have to end the night alone, groups of women laughing too loud—either to hide their nerves or to attract attention…

The music kicked up a notch.

The woman in the red dress was still at the bar. She was on her fourth Manhattan. The glass had no ice left—just a pink film at the bottom. She stared at her reflection in the mirror as if waiting for it to give her an answer that wasn’t coming.

Yago, with years of experience, knew how to watch and how to listen. He could tell when a customer came to drown something versus when she was just killing time. She wouldn’t be the first or the last. He approached her quietly, unhurried, wiping the bar in slow circles that cleaned nothing. He rested his forearms on the wood—close enough for her to notice him, far enough not to crowd her.

“This one’s on me,” he said quietly, pointing to the empty glass. “Bad day?”

She looked up slowly. She managed a half-smile, forced and unenthusiastic.

“Like all of them, I suppose.”

Up close she was prettier, though older than he’d first thought. Forty or so. Her makeup was impeccable, but it couldn’t quite hide the fine lines around her eyes or the weariness pooling at the corners of her mouth. The red dress was quality fabric, classic cut, and she wore it with the ease of someone accustomed to such clothes. A wedding band gleamed on her right ring finger.

Yago made another Manhattan without asking. He set it in front of her with a gentle, almost tender gesture.

“You don’t look like you came here to celebrate anything,” he said, sliding a napkin beside it. “Or did you?”

She nodded her thanks and took a small, elegant sip, as if testing poison before committing to the whole glass.

“Celebrate...” she repeated, her voice dry. “Today’s the anniversary of my divorce.”

Yago leaned against the bar and crossed his arms.

“And you? Been celebrating anniversaries back here long?”

“Too long,” he admitted. “But mine don’t have dates. Just nights that end and nights that begin.”

She twisted the ring on her finger, once, twice.

“I’m Elena,” she said at last, as if she owed it to someone.

“Yago.”

“You don’t seem like a boîte bartender, Yago.”

“I’m not. None of us are, really. It’s just where we ended up.”

Elena let out a short laugh, genuine this time.

“Well, I’m glad. I could use someone who won’t ask what I’m doing here alone.”

Yago nodded and stayed there, watching the room slowly fill. For the next half hour, he barely had time for her, busy making one cocktail after another.

Elena took another sip of the Manhattan, slower this time, as if weighing her words before letting them go. The ice had melted completely, and the pink liquid left a sticky ring on the glass. She looked at Yago openly.

“What time do you get off?” she asked, her voice low but steady.

“Five,” he said, not looking away.

She nodded slowly, as if working something out.

“Anyone waiting for you?”

“No one.”

A brief, charged silence. Elena twisted the ring on her finger one more time, then let it be.

“I could wait for you. Would you like that?”

Yago didn’t hesitate. That night, it had been easier than usual. His eyes stayed steady. There was no surprise on his face, only the familiarity of routine mixed with something that might have been curiosity.

“Of course,” he replied, his voice coming out hoarser than usual. “There’s a quiet place next door that closes at eight. It’s called La Penumbra.”

Elena smiled, this time for real. A genuine smile at last, one that took years off her.

“Sounds about right.”

“Then I’ll meet you outside at five.”

“At the back door, the one in the alley. I don’t want the owner seeing me leave with a customer.”

She nodded.

“Five sharp.”

Elena rose from the stool in one fluid motion, slipped a bill under the empty glass—more than enough for the cocktails she’d had—and smoothed down her red dress.

“Don’t be late,” she said, brushing his arm as she passed—a light touch, but deliberate.

Yago watched her walk toward the main exit. When Elena disappeared, he turned to Javi, who had clearly noticed the promising end of the conversation, despite pretending to be distracted.

At the Summum, the night wore on and the energy kept building. Past two, the room had transformed from a refuge of solitary shadows into a living, sweaty, almost animal swarm. The packed dance floor was a sea of bodies moving to the music. The mirror ball seemed to spin faster, throwing silver flashes across faces, necks, and cleavage.

Girls in skimpy dresses danced without a care. Sequins caught the light and threw it back in blinding flashes, black or red satin clung to damp skin like a second layer, sky-high heels elevated endless legs and made each step ring out like a challenge. Barely any clothing and plenty of skin. Bare backs crisscrossed by thin straps, thighs peeking out from high slits, pierced belly buttons gleaming with sweat or deliberately applied glitter. Some wore transparent mesh tops that revealed their underwear—or the absence of it—others opted for minidresses that barely covered the curve of their ass and rode up with every hip movement.

Yoli was at the center of it all, as always. She'd returned from her escapade with the fifty-something couple and was now dancing between two other girls: a platinum blonde in a black leather bodysuit and a short-haired brunette in a silver dress designed to tempt. The three formed a perfect triangle, hands on each other's waists, laughter lost in the music, bodies brushing unapologetically. Men watched them from the edges of the dance floor, some with drinks in hand, others with eyes locked and jaws clenched. Some dared to approach; most stayed watching, calculating what it would cost to enter that circle.

From the bar, Yago watched it all with the detachment of someone who'd seen too many nights just like this one. Javier kept serving without pause: gin and tonics, tequila shots, bottles of champagne popping open. The old man had shown up a while earlier, made a round through the room with an approving smile, then disappeared into the back office, satisfied. Thursdays weren't Saturdays, but that night the Summum reeked of money: expensive drinks, generous tips, last-minute reservations paid at triple the price.

A girl in an emerald green dress approached the bar, panting, hair plastered to her forehead with sweat. She ordered sparkling water and a vodka shot. While Yago poured, she leaned toward him, her plunging neckline revealing more than it concealed.

“Don't you ever dance?” she asked with a drunken smile.

“This is work, sweetheart.”

She laughed, knocked back the shot, and headed back to the dance floor, disappearing into that sea of sequins and hot skin.

Yago checked the clock: four thirty. Still half an hour until five. The dance floor kept pulsing, heels pounding the ground like a racing heart. The Summum was packed that night.

A man in a suit appeared. Ordered a beer. Leaned on the bar and said a bender would do him good. Yago made a show of checking his watch, and the guy caught the hint immediately, waving it off. He left with the unhurried pace of someone with nowhere to go.

At five sharp, Yago left the Summum through the back door, the one opening onto the alley that smelled of garbage and stale piss. He'd changed clothes. He always did. He had something more elegant than usual in his backpack, just in case. In twelve years behind the bar, he'd learned that the night sometimes handed out surprises, and you had to be ready to take advantage of them.

He'd changed in the storeroom, run a damp towel over his neck and armpits, splashed on some citrus cologne. He needed a shower, but he'd pass muster. He wet his hair with cologne, slicking it back with his fingers.

By the back door, Elena was waiting, right on time. She smoked elegantly, cigarette held between her index and middle fingers, exhaling smoke in slow spirals that dissolved in the warm night air. She leaned against the exposed brick wall with one leg bent, her red dress riding above her knees. The heel of her right shoe tapped rhythmically against the wall, a nervous tic that contrasted with the studied calm of her posture. Under the dim glow of a streetlamp, her face looked softer. Her makeup was still impeccable, but her eyes had a tired, almost vulnerable gleam.

When she saw him, she stubbed out the cigarette with a precise movement and pushed off from the wall. She smiled. It wasn't the bar smile, the one you put on to order another drink; it was more real.

“You're on time,” she said.

Yago stopped a meter away, shoved his hands in his pockets because he didn't know what else to do with them.

“And you waited. That doesn't always happen.”

Elena tilted her head, looked him up and down with deliberate slowness.

“You changed. Good call. The black vest looked good on you, but this…” she made a vague gesture with her hand, “this is much better.”

He shrugged, uncomfortable with the compliment.

“I didn’t want to smell like a bar. Though I suppose I still do a little.”

“You smell like a long night,” she replied. “I like it.”

A brief silence fell, the kind that doesn’t feel heavy because they both know something’s coming. Elena stepped toward him, close enough for Yago to catch her perfume: something floral and woody, expensive, the kind that clings to skin.

“Shall we?” she asked.

“Let’s go.”

They walked together through the alley to the main street. The sweltering night had them both sweating, so neither picked up the pace. Madrid at five in the morning was a different animal: taxis with green lights cruising slowly for fares, the occasional drunk stumbling along, the distant rumble of a garbage truck, and groups of young people chasing one last drink.

La Penumbra was two blocks away, on a narrow side street hardly anyone ever used.

Yago, well-versed in all the tricks of a good seducer, let her go first, guiding her with his hand on her back—placed exactly where it should be, no higher, no lower. He watched her walk seductively in her high heels to the far end of the room. She knew he was watching from behind, and she clearly enjoyed the game.

They sat at a side table, set apart from the center of the room. Yago was aware he didn’t quite fit the scene. He wasn’t wearing a suit or an expensive watch, and he lacked the relaxed arrogance of the regulars. He ordered a whiskey, more to have something to do with his hands than from any real desire to drink.

Yago focused on watching her. He quickly realized their gazes had locked, and neither was willing to let go. She knew she was attractive, and she liked it. Her gestures, her movements—she was coming on to him without actually coming on to him. Yago knew this type of woman, and he loved them.

“Thanks for the drink earlier.”

“Don’t mention it. My pleasure. Your tip was very generous too.”

She shrugged.

“I’d never seen you at the Summum before.”

“That’s because I’d never been.”

“Where are you from...?”

“Here. Madrid.”

“You’re not very talkative. I got that impression earlier—that you don’t like to talk.”

“Not today.”

“And what’s so special about today?”

“I’m here, and I don’t want to talk too much. I hate pointless chatter.”

“Doesn’t interest you?”

“What do you think?”

“I suppose it’s a bit unusual that you accepted my drink.” Yago held her gaze, and when she held it right back, he knew he’d succeeded.

“No. In fact, I was hoping you would.”

“May I ask why?”

“Because you haven’t stopped looking at me since you walked into the Summum.”

“Are you in a hurry?”

“Not at all... for now.”

“I thought you’d want to talk. That was my impression. Maybe about your ex or the divorce.”

“Look,” she said, sweeping her hair to one side with a sensual gesture. “I’m not some scorned woman whose husband left her. He was a complete asshole and a lousy lover. I’m guessing the young thing he ran off with will dump him in less than a year. But that’s not my problem anymore. Screw him.”

Yago looked at her more closely. Elena played with the orange slice in her glass, never losing that air of haughtiness.

“So if you’re not a scorned woman, and you clearly have no trouble striking up a friendly conversation, what am I doing here?” he said.

“I suppose you’re waiting to see what happens.”

“Are there any?”

“I suppose so. That’s why I’m sitting here. Besides, it’s obvious plenty of women have chased you.”

“I’m not complaining…”

“Are you married?”

“Not now, but I have been.”

“And are you looking for a wife?”

“God forbid!”

She smiled at the absurdity of the conversation.

“But if an attractive older woman crossed your path, you wouldn’t turn her down, would you?”

“Are you thinking of anyone in particular?”

“Maybe she’s right in front of you.”

The noise of the place faded around them. Soft music, the muffled hum of conversations, the tension between two people beginning to sense that something real was about to happen.

Yago stayed silent. He felt the contradiction between the immediate attraction and the bitter certainty that her company wouldn’t fill the emptiness he carried inside—though it would certainly ease it. Damn right it would.

The whisky burned his throat. He looked around at the men laughing, at the girls playing goddess for a few hours, and thought that maybe this place was nothing more than a mirror of his own life: superficial shine, hollow promises, and loneliness wrapped in satin luxury.

She smiled—a confident smile that seemed to announce the game had just begun.

She crossed her legs slowly, letting the sequined dress slide a few inches higher. The deep red caught the amber light of the room. The thin straps left her firm, tanned shoulders bare, and the neckline was generous enough to blur the line between suggestion and brazen provocation.

She called the waiter over.

“Two more whiskies,” she ordered without looking at Yago, as if it were natural to decide for both of them. Then she held his gaze and added, “Doubles.”

Yago raised an eyebrow, surprised by her boldness.

“Don’t you think you’ve had enough to drink?”

“Maybe. But tonight I feel like getting drunk, even if just a little,” Elena replied, leaning closer to him. Her lips, painted red to match the dress, brushed the glass as the waiter set the drinks on the table. She lifted her glass and turned it slowly between her fingers, watching the amber liquor swirl with the ice.

She looked up and caught his gaze with her pale eyes, almost insolent.

“Let’s toast,” she said, bringing her glass to Yago’s until the crystal clinked softly. “To the first time.”

Yago simply set his glass on the table and watched her. The red dress, her precise gestures, that way of speaking that swung between tenderness and provocation—it kept him in a strange state: halfway between excitement and the suspicion that this woman knew as much as she let on. Her shimmering dress, with a neckline deep enough to promise without quite delivering, highlighted her figure with calculated boldness. The almost unreal gleam of her bare thighs and the strappy heels made her look like an angel with a devil’s smile.

“There’s barely any night left… It’s getting late.”

“Do you live far?” Elena asked, brushing his hand with her fingertips. “I live close by. Want to walk me home?”

Yago swallowed hard. She held his gaze, steady and confident, with that expression that disarmed any resistance.

“And in case you’re wondering…” she added, lowering her voice to a whisper heavy with intent, “…yes, I live alone.”

He didn’t answer. His heart pounded from the intensity of the moment.

“I need a shower. I just got off a long shift.”

“Believe it or not, my place has a shower. And I’ll let you use it. You can take it alone or with me. Your choice.”

Yago didn’t rush. He held the crystal glass a moment before bringing it to his lips. The whisky was expensive.

“I think I’m going to come up,” he said finally. His voice had the gravity of someone who wasn’t used to repeating himself.

Elena raised an eyebrow. It was a statement, not a question.

“Let’s go then,” she whispered, leaning slightly over the table. Her neckline fell open, catching the light, trapping his gaze and making the air feel heavier.

He set the glass down on the table.

“Yes, let’s go.” His gaze was impenetrable, dark, with a spark of defiance.

Elena felt the heat creeping up the back of her neck, but her smile didn’t waver. This man… was different. He didn’t look at her like he wanted her. He looked at her like he was taking her apart.

A couple of customers turned their heads when she stood and began to walk. The light caressed her golden skin. Her hips swayed with a hypnotic rhythm. With each step, her breasts moved gently, the dress trembling with every shift of her hips. He followed her, watching the faces of those who admired her. Yago felt a strange sense of being envied.

The doorman discreetly pulled aside the velvet curtain protecting the exit and bid them a polite farewell.

Yago followed her with weary steps, while Elena walked with innate confidence.

They arrived at an elegant entrance. “Just like mine,” Yago thought. In the elevator, Elena turned, unhurried, and studied him the way a predator sizes up its prey. She moved closer until she stood directly in front of him, so close that Yago had to look down to meet her eyes.

“You don’t seem like a man who gets scared in situations like this,” she murmured, her voice low and heavy with suggestion.

Yago cleared his throat, trying to maintain his composure.

“Maybe because I don’t.”

She smiled, satisfied with the answer, as if she’d expected it all along. Elena’s apartment was moderately luxurious, though Yago didn’t really pay much attention. In a corner of the living room sat a minibar with two tall glasses and a bottle of champagne that seemed to be waiting just for them.

“You took it for granted you wouldn’t come home alone?”

“Obviously. I don’t usually miss my mark.”

She closed the door behind her, and the sound of the lock echoed through the space. Elena allowed herself to study him now that no outside eyes were watching. He dressed casually—perhaps too casually—and wore his clothes with a dangerous ease. The first button of his shirt was undone, revealing a glimpse of skin dusted with hair. A masculine chest. She reached over, grabbed the bottle, and filled the glasses with an elegant, almost ceremonious gesture. Then she held one out to him.

They clinked glasses softly. Yago took a long sip, never taking his eyes off her.

Elena sat down beside him, not across from him, suddenly closing the distance. She crossed her legs slowly, letting the side slit of her dress reveal a glimpse of skin. Then she turned her head toward him, leaning in close enough for her perfume to envelop him.

“Tell me, Yago…” Her voice turned velvety. “You’re not one of those men who falls in love, are you?”

He let out a nervous laugh.

“What if I were?”

She set her glass on the table, never taking her eyes off him. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, then let her hand slide over his knee—light, barely a touch.

“If you were,” she replied, “I’d be saving you from myself. Because I didn’t come here to offer eternal love—just to steal a moment of your life and make it so intense you’ll never forget it. But nothing more.”

Yago tried to keep his gaze steady, but he realized he was trapped in those eyes.

“Sounds like a dangerous deal.”

“It is,” Elena said, leaning in until her lips brushed the corner of his mouth, without quite kissing him. “But men who don’t take risks always end up alone with their questions.”

He pulled back a little, breathing deep.

“And those who do take risks… what do they get?”

She smiled slowly and let her hand travel a little further up his leg.

“In my case, pleasure,” she whispered.

The spark of contact was immediate, like the click of a lighter in the dark. It wasn’t a gentle or slow kiss. It was a collision of mouths, of ragged breaths, of tongues meeting with a hunger that left her dizzy. Elena tasted the champagne on his lips. Her tongue tangled with his in a power struggle neither wanted to lose.

He grabbed her by the waist and pulled her close, and the friction between their bodies drew a low gasp from Elena against his mouth. Her breasts pressed against his chest, his hardness straining against the thin fabric of her dress—everything spiraled into friction and desire.

Suddenly, she set her glass on the table and stood. Her dress fell open slightly at the slit as she moved toward him. Without asking permission, she straddled his lap, settling there as naturally as if it had always been her place.

Yago tensed, his heart hammering in his chest.

“Relax…” Elena whispered, a half-smile playing on her lips. “I'm not here to devour you. Well… not entirely.”

She rested her hands on his shoulders and leaned in, letting her neckline brush against him. Her nipples were dark and hard beneath the fabric.

“You know what I like most about men like you?” she asked, her voice low, her lips grazing his ear.

Yago swallowed.

“What?”

“That they think they're the ones seducing me.” Her tongue brushed his earlobe as she spoke.

He closed his eyes for a second, fighting the impulse. Elena, sensing his internal struggle, laughed softly, a sound both warm and wicked.

“You still haven't answered me,” she continued, sliding a finger along the edge of his shirt, undoing the first button with maddening calm. “Are you the type who falls in love… or the type who lives in the moment?”

Yago opened his eyes and met hers, gleaming with unmistakable challenge.

“Maybe I'm the type who doesn't know what he wants,” he answered.

Elena tilted her head, feigning innocence, while her hand slid slowly down his chest.

His hands found the dress straps and slid them down, letting the garment fall slowly. The brush of air on her breasts made her gasp, and when he finally bared them, her nipples stood hard and exposed.

“God…” he murmured, leaning down to capture one between his lips, sucking with just the right pressure to make her tremble in his arms.

Her hips moved instinctively against him, seeking friction, seeking more. The fabric of her panties was completely soaked, and when he slid a hand between her thighs, his thumb pressed against her clit with the precision of a man who knew exactly how to make a woman shake.

“Want me to keep going?” His voice, a whisper against her breast, carried the weight of a command. His tongue drew slow circles on her skin, tracing a wet path that made her shiver.

Elena couldn't answer. She didn't have the breath. She could only move her hips against his hand, seeking more pressure, more friction, more of him.

He smiled, feeling her body tremble, the way her breath hitched beneath his tongue. He was fascinated by her desperation, the way she tried to hold back even as she surrendered completely.

Elena held his gaze, feeling the possessive edge in his eyes. Her hands descended, trembling, hooking her fingers into the damp fabric of her underwear.

The lace slipped slowly down her thighs, catching for an instant around her ankles before falling to the floor.

“Keep the heels on,” he murmured against her lips.

Before she could process it, he grabbed her thighs again, lifting her easily. Elena stifled a moan when her back hit the wall. Her bare sex pressed against the hardness straining his pants, and the friction made her cling to his neck, heels still on, legs spread for him.

The kiss grew more intense, more demanding. Elena moved with the confidence of a woman used to controlling a man's timing and reactions. Her body against his, her quickened breathing—everything was an invitation to lose himself in the whirlwind. Yago, caught between desire and disbelief at what was happening, let his hands roam her back.

Elena arched her back, the press of his hardness against her wet sex sending an electric jolt through every fiber of her body. She knew it was already too late to stop.

So she lifted her hips, offering herself.

The world narrowed to that instant. To the way she took him inside her with a firm roll of her hips. She felt his hardness claiming every inch of her. Yago watched, transfixed, as her body tensed, a moan catching in her throat when he stretched her to the limit.

To the way he gripped her throat as he sank deeper, as if making sure there wasn't a single part of her that didn't belong to him.

The sofa creaked beneath their weight, and the satin and sequins lay in a glittering heap on the floor.

Yago didn't let her escape for a second. His mouth claimed her neck with the passion of a predator marking territory, his teeth leaving marks he barely held back. His hands roamed her skin with the urgency of a man racing against time.

Elena arched her back as his tongue traced over her with feverish urgency, sliding from her collarbone to the delicate hollow of her armpit, where the heat of her skin was more intense, more intimate. His breath left a scorching trail before continuing its descent, grazing the curve of her breast with dark, insatiable devotion. His blond hair spilled across the skin of her back.

Elena felt the thickness of him inside her, the throbbing hardness that pressed against her and made her shudder.

She could have tried to regain control, could have played at making him beg. But she knew that with him, that game didn't exist.

Yago descended, capturing a nipple between his lips, his tongue tracing torturous circles that made her press her fingers into his back. A gasp escaped her when she felt the graze of his teeth, the suction that sent her beyond herself. His lips left burning marks on her bronzed skin, small violet shadows blooming over the smoothness of her breasts, claiming her inch by inch. His other hand slid to her other curve, caressing with that contradiction of softness and strength, tracing the same language of possession his mouth had already written on her body.

His hand descended over her belly, his long fingers sliding between her thighs without hurry, without hesitation. Elena held her breath when she felt his fingertip caressing her center, the light touch that made her cling tighter to him.

“You're wet…” he whispered, satisfaction in his voice.

Elena closed her eyes, biting her lower lip as his thumb pressed against her clit, rubbing with just the right pressure. Her hips moved instinctively, her body seeking more, begging for more.

“You feel it, don't you?” His voice was a breath against her ear.

With a firm movement, he lifted her until she stood on the couch, legs spread, her sex level with his mouth. Elena trembled as he slid a finger inside her, then two. She arched against his body, her chest pressing against the wall. She felt his tongue explore the deepest folds of her soaked pussy.

Yago looked up at her, his hand and mouth still working inside her, his fingers thrusting with slow but lethal movements.

“I want to watch you lose control,” he murmured.

Elena felt the climax approaching. Her breathing became ragged gasps, her body tensing, trapped between resistance and surrender.

And then he stopped.

She sobbed a curse, her legs trembling from the sudden deprivation of that pleasure that had been taking her somewhere she rarely went.

“No… Don't stop,” she whispered, her eyes dark with desperation.

He smiled, satisfied.

Yago exhaled with satisfaction, turned her, and laid her gently on the couch. Then he thrust into her with one stroke.

Elena cried out, letting her head fall back. Her back arched violently as the pleasure began to build again. Yago's cock hit a spot inside her, again and again, that left her breathless.

He sank into her with the fierceness of a man who wasn't making love.

The thrusts were deep, raw, each stroke taking her further and further from herself. Elena felt her skin burn where his hands gripped her, his mouth leaving trails of desire and possession on her neck, her breasts, every inch he could reach.

He grabbed her by the throat, leaning over her, his eyes locked on hers as he possessed her.

“Look me in the eyes when you come.”

Elena felt the orgasm take her completely, a violent spasm that made her scream his name, her nails raking his back.

He followed her seconds later, spilling inside her with a guttural grunt, his body trembling against hers.

The world hung suspended in that instant, the sound of their breathing mingling in the dimness of the room.

His forehead fell against hers, his mouth barely grazing hers in a broken kiss. They rolled together until she was on top of him, and it was she who pressed her lips to his with lacerating sweetness. The kiss began slowly, a tentative touch that demanded nothing. She tilted her head and kissed him again, a little deeper. Yago felt her warm breath mingle with his, the delicate movement of her lips, the way her mouth parted naturally. Her hair brushed against him almost like a caress.

There was no rush, no awkwardness. Just a perfect cadence, as if she wanted to teach him what a real kiss was. Yago let out an involuntary sigh, and then she deepened the kiss.

The kiss became deeper, hungrier. Elena’s tongue brushed against his with calculated slowness, exploring him with dangerous tenderness. It wasn’t a mechanical kiss. It was a kiss that spoke of other things. Of companionship, of need, of a moment suspended where nothing else existed.

Yago brought a hand to her waist, uncertain, afraid of breaking the spell. But she didn’t pull away. If anything, she moved closer with astonishing ease. She dug her fingers into his back and responded to the kiss with everything she had.
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He had a hangover so brutal he could barely stand, his mouth dry as a cave. It was Friday. Friday nights hit harder than Thursdays, though not as hard as Saturdays. His head was pounding, and there was an ache between his legs that he didn't mind—it reminded him of what had happened last night. He showered, got dressed, took two Tylenol.

He'd showered in cold water until his bones ached, put on a clean shirt, jeans, and sunglasses—even though there was no sun in the subway. He wore them so no one would see his bloodshot eyes, so the world would seem a little darker than it already was.

He rode down the subway escalators carefully, one hand on the handrail. The car smelled of sweat mixed with cologne. He sat in an empty seat at the back, rested his head against the dirty glass, and closed his eyes. The hangover wasn't just physical; it was also the echo of the night before, that warm, sticky feeling on his cock. Elena and that spectacular red dress. It hadn't been romantic. It had been necessary.

He took another Tylenol with a swig of water from the bottle in his backpack. The subway rattled along. He closed his eyes and her voice came back—not Elena's, but another one, older, more painful.

Marga and he in the kitchen. She was smoking a cigarette on the windowsill, looking down as if gauging how far the butt would fall.

“And dreams, Yago? Where do dreams go when you don't have them anymore? Tell me, where are they?”

She was washing the dinner dishes, the hot water burning her hands, but she didn't stop. He didn't want to look at her.

“What more do you want, Marga? We have everything.”

“Everything? We have nothing. Everything reduced to nothing.”

Marga turned off the faucet harder than necessary. She dried her hands on a dirty rag.

“What is everything to you?”

“Fuck, are we going to have this conversation now? I'm tired, Marga.”

“Yes, we're going to have it now. We're always tired, Yago.”

She stubbed out the cigarette against the windowsill, let the butt fall to the courtyard. She turned slowly. Her eyes were swollen.

“Everything was this, Yago. You and me. The bar. The nights. The hangovers we shared. The mornings when we'd wake up smelling of tobacco and sex. But not anymore. I don't wake up with you anymore. I don't wake up thinking about you. I wake up thinking about how to get out of here.”

He stood still.

“Have you fallen in love with someone else?”

“No. I've fallen in love with the idea of not being with you. That's worse.”

He let out a bitter, humorless laugh.

“Great. Nothing. Everything reduced to nothing. How poetic!”

“I'm tired of pretending this works. Of watching you come home at six smelling like the bar. Of waiting for you to tell me one day that we're going to do something more than just survive. But you're not going to. And neither am I. We've become useless furniture. Comfortable, but that nobody wants.”

He took a step closer. She stepped back.

“Don't touch me now. I can't stand it.”

“And what do you want? For me to say yes, I'm leaving? That I'll look for another job?”

“I don't want anything from you. I don't want anything from you anymore. I want a divorce.”

Yago felt something break inside his chest, not suddenly, but in slow motion.

“Divorce? We've been married ten years. And now you're asking me for a divorce?”

“Yes. Now. And for the record, it's twelve years, not ten.”

“And then what? Are you leaving with someone?”

“I don't know. I haven't thought about it. I just know that if I stay here one more day, I'm going to die little by little. And so will you.”

Yago looked at the sink. The water was dripping from that faucet he hadn't even tried to fix.

“I’m not signing anything until you tell me the real reason.”

“Because I don’t love you anymore, Yago. And you don’t love me either. We only love each other out of habit. And habit kills.”

He looked up. She was crying now, but without drama, silent tears running down her cheeks and falling to the floor.

“Don’t cry. It doesn’t suit you.”

“Then don’t look at me.”

She wiped her face with the back of her hand.

“I love you enough not to hurt you anymore. And you feel the same way about me. That’s why I’m leaving.”

Yago stood up. He took two steps toward the window. He looked out at the airshaft. Someone was frying something. It smelled like burnt onions.

“Fine. But don’t ask me to pretend I understand.”

“I’m not asking you to. I’m just asking you to sign the papers.”

And he signed. Three months later. She kept the apartment, with its sagging mattress and stained walls. Marga disappeared from his life the way songs stop playing on the radio. Sometimes he thought about her while cleaning the bar at dawn. Sometimes he didn’t.

The metro arrived at Colón. Yago stood up, sunglasses still on. He climbed the stairs to the street, and the sun hit his face like a slap. He took them off for a second, blinked. The world was too bright. He put them back on.

He walked toward the club. Traffic was heavy, and tourists were already invading the sidewalks with their suitcases and maps. He passed the Wax Museum, where a wax figure of Penélope Cruz, the latest addition, he supposed, would smile eternally. He thought about Elena. About whether she’d show up that night. About whether it was worth waiting. About whether anything was worth it.

He arrived at Summum at quarter to seven. Bryan was at the door, smoking a hand-rolled cigarette.

“Grandpa,” he said with his wide smile.

“Your mother’s the fucking grandpa. The old bag was menopausal when I fucked her,” Yago shot back on autopilot.

They slapped hands. Bryan looked him up and down.

“You look rough, brother. Long night?”

“Endless night.”

Bryan laughed.

“The old man’s inside. Says important people are coming today. Reservation in the back booth. They ordered the expensive champagne.”

Yago pushed through the door. Summum smelled the same as always, maybe a little better. Javier was already behind the bar, polishing the immortal glass.

“You’re early,” he said without looking up.

“Wanted to grab a spot before it filled up.”

Javier nodded.

“Hangover?”

“Like a freight train.”

“I’ll make you a coffee.”

“Screw that. Pour me a whiskey.”

Yago sat on his stool. He looked in the mirror. He saw himself: deep circles under his eyes, two days of stubble.

The whiskey was the good stuff. If Don Pedro saw it, he’d have to pay for it. Even so, he drank it slowly. The painkillers were starting to kick in. His head hurt less. His crotch had gone numb.

He thought about Marga again. About her question: where do dreams go when you don’t have them anymore?

And he answered himself in silence: they stay in closed bars, on empty counters, in nights that end at five and start again at eight.

In the storage room, he changed clothes. He tied on his apron. He checked the clock: five to seven. The night hadn’t even started, and he was already tired.


	Yoli and Her Friends. Madrid, June 2010



Yoli arrived early, shortly after eight, walking with her usual confidence. Two beautiful friends accompanied her—women who looked like they’d stepped out of a catalog very few people could afford.

The first was tall, nearly five-ten in heels, with skin the color of café con leche, straight black hair that reached her waist and gleamed under the lights. She wore a silver sequined dress that clung indecently, with a plunging neckline revealing the valley between her breasts and a side slit that showed her leg up to the hip with every step. Her name was Lara—a beauty with almond-shaped honey-colored eyes and a slow, almost feline smile.

The second was more petite but with generous curves: narrow waist, wide hips, and a full chest. Platinum blonde hair cut asymmetrically, lips painted blood red, and a black dress that revealed perhaps a bit too much bare skin beneath. Her name was Sofía. This wasn’t her first time there.

Yoli introduced them with a wink: “Top-shelf backup for a special night.” The three leaned against the bar, ordered sparkling water, and began surveying the room like patient predators.

The boss emerged from his office in the back, wearing an impeccable suit. He gathered them in a discreet corner by the bar and lowered his voice:

As was his custom, he was perfectly attired in a modern-cut Ralph Lauren despite being over sixty. Maybe even older, but one thing was certain: that careful style he sported didn’t match the unsavory reputation that followed him. A lordly appearance that reminded him clothes don’t always make the man.

For his part, Yago was starting to feel right at home surrounded by all this beauty, except for the small detail that the price tag was an insult to his wallet.

“Is she the girl you told me about?” the boss asked Yoli, his fierce dark eyes giving her a thorough once-over.

“Yes, Don Pedro. It’s her. Her name is Lara.”

“Can you come closer, gorgeous?”

“Lara, let me introduce you to Don Pedro. He owns the Summum. He’s the one who organizes these exclusive events.”

“Pleased to meet you,” the girl said, extending a perfectly manicured hand. A hand the old man pointedly ignored. Polite enough, proper even, but a refusal of physical contact all the same.

“Well, well, well... I see. Sweetheart, please turn around so I can get a good look at you. But do it slowly, please. Thank you.” And slowly, Lara turned.

“Well, well. I didn’t imagine her like this. No. Not at all. And to be honest, I like what I see. Very much.”

“I told you, Don Pedro, she was a real beauty. And she has a special charm about her. You’ll see it soon enough when she interacts with the clients.”

Lara smiled gratefully.

“Yes, yes. Indeed. I don’t know what it is, but she has something... special. I like her. I also like that natural elegance she has—refined and graceful. Yes, I like her! She’s quite appealing in many ways. Sweetheart, I just hope you know how to carry yourself properly and can rise to the occasion. Good. Good attitude. I like it.”

Then he turned to Yoli and Sofía and called out, “Girls! Come on, come on. Let’s get down to business. Come on!” he urged. “Take your seats. I don’t want to have to repeat myself. There are some things we need to go over before the clients with the reservation arrive. Come on, sit down, we don’t have all day. I don’t want us running out of time like usual. Remember, those men will be here in less than an hour.”

Once they were all seated, he positioned himself in front of them.

“Well, let’s begin. First of all, I need to clarify a few things. First: I don’t want any scenes like last time. Did you hear me, Sofía?” The woman in question nodded with visible displeasure. “Good! I hope so. Moving on. Second point for tonight: leave the rivalries at the door. This isn’t a flea market, girls. Is that clear?” They all nodded. “Remember, ladies, we’re not in a brothel, so watch yourselves. You know what I’m talking about.” All the girls lowered their gaze. “Good. I see you understand. And I hope you do, truly. Because last time it was embarrassing watching you act like fishwives fighting over the best catch. Shameful. Pathetic, even,” he added. “Consider yourselves warned! And if it happens again—and that goes for you too, Yoli—I’ll take appropriate measures. And I can assure you, you won’t like them. So no harassment. None! Let them make the first move. Make yourselves noticed, yes. But don’t cross the line into harassment.” His eyes swept over all of them. “Fourth point, and no less important: they, and only they, call the shots. I remind you that you’re not obligated to do anything. And that goes for you, Lara, since you’re new... but here, if you say ‘no’ to something like that, it had better be well justified. The clients are paying a significant sum, and I don’t want dissatisfied clients. It’s bad for our reputation, and we—” he pointed at them, “—and you, live off this.”

His eyes fixed on the three girls present, who simply nodded, their nervous smiles flickering.

“The 'approaches'”—he made air quotes with his fingers. Everyone smiled—“if there are any, should be done discreetly. You heard me, right? I don't want to repeat that this isn't some cheap brothel. This is the Summum, the best boîte in Madrid. Understood?” Everyone nodded. “Good. I think that covers it. Now I just hope you remember everything I said. Come on! Go make yourselves pretty. They're about to arrive.”

“Don Pedro...” Yoli cut in. “Who will we have the pleasure of entertaining tonight?” She laughed at her own tone. “You didn't say in the message.”

Yago perked up, curious about the answer.

“Ah! That's right. Thanks for reminding me, dear. Let's see... It's a small group of soccer players. All First Division. They're celebrating one of their birthdays. I think there'll be four or five of them. And as I always say, and I'll repeat for the new girls, no photos and no gossip. They all want to protect their sterling reputations, and that's how it stays”—his smile said it all. “You understand, right? That's why I keep stressing how important it is to make them feel comfortable, happy, and completely at ease about their privacy. By the way, Yago”—everyone's attention shifted to him. “You'll handle the VIP section. Javi, you take the bar.”

The three girls stood up, tugging their daring dresses back into place.

Yago nodded without a word. Don Pedro didn't expect a response from him—only obedience. Then Yago turned toward the bar, where Yoli was chatting with Lara and Sofía.

“Yoli,” Don Pedro called, his deep voice brooking no delay. “Come here a moment.”

She broke away from the group unhurried, her heels tapping with the same elegance as her breathing. She followed him to the office in back; the door closed softly. No one said a word. Everyone knew what happened in there from time to time. The old man wasn't the type who paid for company—he was the type who traded favors for favors.

Yago set about preparing the VIP section: bottles of Dom Pérignon in ice buckets filled with crushed ice, fine crystal glasses lined up in a row, a tray of strawberries, black napkins folded into triangles. Meanwhile, the room kept filling up. The dance floor was already throbbing harder. Sequins sparkled, heels beat out the rhythm of the night.

Fifteen minutes passed. The office door opened. Yoli came out first, her hair a bit more tousled than when she'd gone in, her lips redder, as if she'd reapplied in a hurry. She wiped her mouth with a tissue, crumpled it, and tossed it in the trash behind the bar. She caught Yago looking at her and winked. That half-smile of hers that said more than words ever could.

Yago sidled over to her while serving a round of gin and tonics to a group of executives fresh from the office, already buzzing.

“Lucky bastard,” he said under his breath, eyes still on the tray.

She leaned against the bar beside him, crossed her arms under her chest so the dress pulled tight in all the right places.

“It's not luck. Believe me.”

He glanced at her sideways. There was a faint mark on her neck, a scrape that would be a bruise by tomorrow.

“No?”

“No. It's business. He knows it. I know it. We both come out ahead.”

“You could do other things, Yoli.”

“Like what? Serve drinks for twelve hundred euros a month? Clean hotel rooms? Waitress at some neighborhood bar with a forced smile and shitty tips? I'd rather stick with what I do. It pays better.”

She shrugged, like she was talking about the weather.

“This way I control my schedule, my price, and believe it or not, my dignity. The old man gives me free entry, a cut of every bottle opened when I'm around, and every now and then, a little bonus that always comes in handy. On a good night I make more than you do in a month.”

He didn't know what to say. Because she was right. The Summum paid a pittance: twelve hundred euros net if you hit forty hours, plus tips that depended on the client's mood and how generous the old man felt like being. Yago had been there twelve years and lived in a shithole apartment, paying rent for a view of a light well that reeked of fried food.

“Doesn’t it wear you out?” he finally asked, lowering his voice because Javier was nearby.

“Wear me out how? Being looked at like I’m some expensive jewel? Being touched if they pay enough? Or ending the day with money in my pocket and food in my fridge with no one asking where I’ve been?”

She let out a joyless laugh.

“Look, Yago. I don’t dream about princes. I dream about not depending on anyone. And in the meantime, I use what I’ve got. My face, my body, my mouth. When they’re no longer useful, I’ll have saved enough to open something of my own. A physical therapy center, a nail salon, a boutique, whatever. But I’m not going back to cleaning tables for peanuts.”

He looked at her with something like sadness. Up close she was even more beautiful, but also harder. She had dark circles hidden under makeup, perfect nails, perfume that masked any trace of what had just happened in the office.

“And what if you really do get tired someday?”

“Then I’ll leave. No drama. No goodbyes. But that day hasn’t come yet.”

She straightened up, adjusted her dress, and looked toward the dance floor.

“Besides, what about you? How much longer are you going to stick around here polishing glasses that are already clean? You waiting for the old man to die and leave you the bar? That’s not gonna happen.”

He let out a bitter laugh.

“The old man will outlive us all. And I’m not waiting for anything. Just for the night to end.”

She placed a hand on his forearm, something like affection in the gesture. The touch was electric, brief.

“Well, make this one count. The big fish are about to arrive. And if you play your cards right, maybe you’ll get a tip that actually makes it worth your while for once.”

She sauntered off toward Lara and Sofía, who had already started circulating through the room like sharks prowling calm waters. Yago returned to the private room. He arranged the bottles, checked the ice. The clock read ten thirty.

Don Pedro emerged from the office again, this time with his shirt a bit more wrinkled and the satisfied smile of someone who’s just closed a sweet deal. He gave Yago a nod.

“Get everything ready. They’ll be here in ten minutes. And Yago…”

He looked at him intently.

“They’re important. People like that bring in business. If it goes well, there might be a bonus in it for you too.”

He didn’t answer. Just nodded. The old man headed toward the main entrance to greet them. And Yago went back to his preparations.

As he worked, he thought about Yoli. About the way she’d wiped her mouth with a tissue. About her wink. About her answer: “It’s not luck. Believe me.”

And he thought about himself. About the twelve hundred euros a month. About the hangovers piling up. About Elena, who probably wouldn’t show up that night or any other. About Marga, who had left because she no longer dreamed of a future with him.

The main door opened. Four men in expensive suits walked in, along with two women in dresses that cost more than his monthly paycheck. Don Pedro greeted them with hugs and backslaps, guiding them toward the private room.

Yago straightened up, tray in hand, wearing his most professional smile.

“Good evening, gentlemen. What would you like to start with?”

One of them, the tallest—whom he recognized immediately—looked at him.

“Champagne. Lots of champagne. And bring more girls. We need to liven this place up.”

He nodded and looked for Yoli. She was already on her way, with Lara and Sofía at her side. All three smiling, perfect, lethal.

The four men and two women entered the private room with the confidence that comes from habit. The tallest was clearly the one calling the shots, there and on the playing field. Beside him, two younger players. The women with them looked like models—tall, slender, in dresses that left little to the imagination. But when they saw Yoli, Lara, and Sofía come in behind them, their smiles cooled.

Yago placed the bottles of Dom Pérignon in the center of the low table, three in ice buckets beaded with condensation. He poured the first glasses with precise movements, the golden liquid rising in slow bubbles that burst against the crystal. The music reached them muffled.

The birthday boy raised his glass.

Everyone toasted. The champagne went down fast. A second round. A third. The bottles emptied with obscene ease. Yoli sat down next to one of the young soccer players.

The sensuality built slowly, like champagne warming in the glass. Yoli leaned toward her companion to pour him more, the silver dress stretching taut across her breasts, the neckline falling open just enough to make him swallow hard. She brushed his thigh with her knee as she sat closer. He slipped an arm around her shoulders, casual, possessive. She didn't pull away; instead, she turned her body toward him, crossed her legs so the side slit revealed tanned skin all the way to her hip. She whispered something in his ear.

Yoli stood up first. She held out her hand to them.

“Want to dance?”

Yago caught glimpses of what was happening inside the VIP room, going in and out every few minutes. The soccer players’ girlfriends joined Yoli. Lara and Sofía followed suit. Yoli started dancing in front of the birthday boy. He slid a hand through the slit in her dress, his palm caressing her thigh, slowly, unhurried. She put a hand on the back of his neck and drew him toward her mouth. They kissed without tongue at first, just lips testing, measuring. Then deeper. He pressed her against him. She gave in, her body supple, responding to his every movement.

The girls who’d come with them had joined in: one danced between two men, the team star’s girlfriend kissed Yoli’s neck while he watched them with hungry eyes.

They ordered three Ubers. Paid the bill in cash—a wad of bills Yago didn’t bother counting. Left a generous tip: five hundred euros on the tray Yago carried out discreetly. The men said their goodbyes with hugs and promises to come back soon. The women hung on their arms. Yoli came out last, swaying slightly. The alcohol had hit her all at once. She leaned against the doorframe, laughed, adjusted her dress, and followed the group toward the discreet back exit.

Yago watched her walk away. “Nothing good happens this late,” he thought. “Nobody comes out of this life in one piece.”

They closed at five fifteen. Javier turned off the lights in the main room, leaving just the bar lit by a dim lamp. The old man had already left in his black Mercedes. Yago collected glasses, wiped down tables, counted the register. His body felt heavy, like he was wearing a suit made of lead.

When he stepped out into the alley, his phone vibrated in his pocket. A WhatsApp from Elena. An attached photo: a naked woman shot from behind, long brown hair, a round ass. It wasn’t Elena—that much was obvious. Below it, a brief message:

“Interested?”

Yago stared at the screen for a second. The photo was hot. He felt a tug in his stomach, a mix of curiosity and exhaustion.

He replied without thinking too hard:

“Depends. Who is she?”

The reply came almost instantly:

“A friend. I told her about you. She says she likes men with skilled hands who know how to keep secrets.”

Yago exhaled, his breath a white cloud. He pocketed his phone. He walked toward the metro with his hands in his pockets. Last night’s hangover blended with tonight’s. He thought about Yoli swaying, about the soccer player’s girlfriend kissing her neck in the VIP room.
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I stayed in the living room a few more minutes, holding Isabel's phone, maybe waiting for a call—as if she might call her own number. The house was silent, and the silence only deepened my anguish.

Finally, I did the only thing that seemed reasonable. I found the number and called the Mossos d'Esquadra.

It took a few seconds for them to answer. I tried to explain the situation, stumbling over my words at first: I'd come back from a day of fishing with friends, my wife wasn't home, her phone was here… As I spoke, I realized how strange it all sounded, even to me.

On the other end, the voice was polite but firm.

“How long has it been since you've heard from her?”

“Since this morning. I left early to go fishing. When I got back… she wasn't here.”

There was a brief pause.

“You have to understand, this isn't considered a concerning disappearance at this point. It's common for adults to go out without telling anyone. We need a few hours to pass before we can activate a formal protocol.”

I felt my heart racing. The anguish was getting to me.

“But her phone is here,” I insisted. “She doesn't go anywhere without her phone. Never. And she would never not call to tell me where she is. She wouldn't do that.”

“I understand, sir, but we need to give it some time. If she still hasn't turned up in a few hours, call again or come down to the station.”

I wasn't convinced. None of it convinced me.

“What if something's happened to her? What if she's hurt? What if…?”

“If you have any concrete indication of a crime or immediate danger, tell me. Otherwise, we recommend waiting. These situations usually resolve themselves.”

“Resolve themselves.”

The phrase stuck with me, hollow. I was growing more certain that something had happened to her. Something bad.

I hung up, not wanting to argue anymore. Not because I agreed, but because I didn't know what else to say. I stared at the phone for a few seconds before setting it on the table, next to Isabel's.

Night fell slowly with no news. I tried to keep busy at first, but it was useless. I opened cabinets for no reason, went out to the garden, came back in. I turned on the television and turned it off a few minutes later. Every action felt absurd, like I was going through a routine that no longer made sense.

At ten I called again. This time the conversation was shorter. The same answers, the same tone: I had to wait.

The house started to feel strange.

The same spaces that had seemed bright and peaceful that morning now felt unsettling. Every room was a reminder of her absence. The bedroom, with the unmade bed, made me especially uncomfortable. I closed the door.

I sat on the sofa with both phones in front of me. Every now and then I glanced at Isabel's, as if expecting it to suddenly light up on its own—a message, a call, any sign.

My head started filling with possibilities. First the reasonable ones: she'd gone for a long walk, run into someone, lost track of time. But those theories crumbled against a simple fact: she hadn't taken her phone, but she could have found another way to reach me.

And then came the others.

An accident. A fall. Someone grabbing her. A car. A robbery. Something worse. The word kidnapping lodged in my brain. We were well off financially, and Isa would make an attractive target. I'd heard that tourist kidnappings were becoming more common on the Costa Brava. People talked about criminal gangs from Eastern Europe.

I tried to push these thoughts away, but they kept coming back, more vivid each time.

At midnight I went outside again. I opened the gate and stepped into the street. The air was colder. I walked a few yards down the road, looking both ways. Everything was calm. A few lights on in distant houses, nothing more.

I came back a bundle of nerves, convinced that something terrible had happened to her. I didn't sleep—didn't even want to get into bed. I tried, first on the sofa, then on a lounge chair by the pool, but every time I closed my eyes my mind raced even faster. It's true what they say about night making our darkest thoughts darker still. Night feeds our worries; silence amplifies our thoughts. The lights go out, everything falls quiet, and we're left alone with whatever torments us. That would be fine, except when worry takes hold. Our guard is down, and there's nothing we can do to quiet that inner voice reminding us of every dark thought. When you can't silence that voice, you know you're in for a long night. And this was going to be one.

The hours passed slowly, heavy. By six I was completely awake. At seven I showered, more to keep busy than anything else. The water didn’t clear my head.
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After the shock of the previous night, the day dawned even more distressing. My darkest thoughts had crystallized into certainty—catastrophes don’t give warning.

I couldn’t imagine what had happened there. A quick glance around the house confirmed there were no signs of violence. In the bedroom, her dress still lay on the floor, tossed carelessly, but I found no evidence of a struggle. Nothing seemed to be missing. In the kitchen, the television droned on with news on a loop, no one paying attention. The door connecting the kitchen to the back garden stood wide open to let the police officers pass through. Inside, some of them—forensics, I assumed—were conducting the initial tests. Of Isa, not the slightest trace.

When they arrived, the police didn’t want me wandering around the house. They’d cordoned it off, and in the street a group of onlookers watched with curiosity as uniformed personnel came and went through the iron bars of the gate. A female officer with anxious eyes guarding the entrance blocked my path the moment I approached. She refused to listen to me, though I have to admit my agitated state didn’t help my case. They didn’t let me in until a plainclothes detective came out and tried to calm me down.

“Don’t touch anything,” he warned me as I entered.

“I’ve been touching everything all day! It’s my house!”

“We’re not rookies, Mr...”

“De la Vega. Julio de la Vega.”

“I’m Inspector Ramón Antequera. I’m in charge.”

“We’re well aware the house is full of your prints, but we’re trying not to disturb any others that might be important to the investigation.”

I was about to argue but held back. He was right. I took a deep breath, trying to regain control. The officer studied me with a curious look.

I looked at the scene, unable to believe what was happening. The forensics team kept their eyes on the floor. One of them signaled that they’d already taken my prints for comparison.

Another one, also dressed in one of those white plastic suits with a hood and mask, kept taking photographs. He framed every corner of the place through his lens, snapping photo after photo in complete silence.

“Where can we talk in private?”

“The house is big. You choose,” I wanted to answer, but of course I didn’t.

I saw the two forensics officers dusting the phone for prints.

“Walk me through what happened again,” he said.

I did, unable to accept what was happening.

“Are you sure about the times you’re giving us?”

“Absolutely. I checked my watch several times so I wouldn’t be late for my fishing trip and make my companions wait, and I did the same on the way back. The times are exact.”

“And you didn’t see anything strange?”

“No! For God’s sake, I already told you. I didn’t see anything strange, except that she’s vanished without a trace, and that’s not strange—it’s impossible. Something happened to her.”

“Look, I know how you feel, but...”

“No, you don’t!”

Antequera sighed and began speaking in a patient tone that I wouldn’t register until later.

“We’re questioning all the neighbors, but no other house has a view of this garden. There’s a path that runs right along the back property line. A van or car could have come and gone by that same path without being seen.”

I gazed into the distance. Far off, the sea sparkled, calm and innocent. The inspector must have read my mind.

“I know, I know. You don’t think she left of her own free will. But it’s still possible they took her out the back. That path sees hardly any traffic, and if I wanted to kidnap someone, that’s exactly how I’d do it. The problem is, many hours passed between when you left the house to go fishing and when you got back. More than twelve hours when the disappearance could have happened. That’s plenty of time for someone who knew the area to vanish with your wife.”

“Why didn’t she scream?” I asked, somewhat calmer—though it was less calm than the weariness of desperation. “She would have fought back. Someone might have heard something.”

Before Antequera could answer, there was a commotion outside. A moment later, Miquel came in, pale and clearly on edge.

“What happened, Julio?”

I could only shake my head. He looked around, watching what the police were doing.

“Is it true what they're saying in town? Did they take her?”

I tried to say something, but couldn't. Miquel came closer and put a hand on my shoulder.

“Take it easy. You'll see—it's all a misunderstanding. Everything will get cleared up soon.”

“Inspector?” one of the Mossos interrupted, approaching Antequera.

He was carrying a plastic bag with what looked like a piece of dirty clothing inside.

“It was in the hedge out back,” the Mosso said. “There's a gap between the pine trees along the perimeter—wide enough for someone to slip through.”

“Does this look familiar?” Antequera asked, showing me the bag.

I took the bag and examined it carefully. It was a piece of orange fabric, stained with dirt. It looked like it might be from an orange T-shirt Isa had.

“It could be hers. She has a T-shirt that color. We can go upstairs and check if it's in her closet… or maybe in the laundry basket or the washing machine.”

We searched for the garment for quite a while but didn't find it. The inspector jotted something down in his notebook. Then we went out to the pool area. He asked Miquel to stay, though he said he wanted to talk to me alone first.

The inspector sat down in one of the patio chairs we had under the porch awning. He set a recorder on the table and lit a cigarette.

“Let's start over, but let's go further back. Why don't you tell me what you did?” he asked.

“Nothing special. We were home all day. That evening we went out to dinner in town, and afterward we had a drink at the new nightclub—the one with the terrace overlooking the sea,” I answered.

He exhaled cigarette smoke and his gaze swept across the garden.

“We need to be able to confirm everything you're telling us. Are there witnesses who can corroborate it?”

I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. I didn't like where this conversation was heading.

“Arnau, the gardener, was working here in the morning and part of the afternoon. He saw both of us. At the restaurant, they'll probably remember us—we were a couple dining alone on the terrace. The nightclub was pretty crowded too. We were on the terrace, danced for a while… Someone should remember us. Look… Isabel is a very beautiful woman. I'm sure someone will remember her.”

The Mosso nodded without much enthusiasm and took another drag.

“What time did you get home?”

“Around three in the morning, give or take.”

“And this morning? Did you notice anything strange when you left to go fishing?”

“No… everything seemed normal. I got up and left.”

The officer was quiet for a few seconds.

“Do you have any recent photos of your wife?”

I took out my phone and scrolled through the gallery. I showed him several: one of Isabel at the pool in her red bikini, a more elegant one from a night we'd gone out to dinner in Barcelona where she was wearing a black dress, and a third—a profile shot of her smiling at the camera with the sea in the background.

The inspector studied them carefully. I noticed his eyebrows rise slightly when he saw the first photo. He lingered longer than necessary on the bikini shot before moving on to the others. A look of barely contained surprise crossed his face.

“Wow… she really is a very beautiful woman,” he commented, almost to himself, though loud enough for me to hear. He cleared his throat and set the phone on the table. “Very beautiful, yes.”

There was an uncomfortable silence.

“Do you have any idea if your wife had plans to meet anyone yesterday? A friend, a client from the beauty center, an acquaintance?”

“No,” I answered curtly. “We barely know anyone here. That’s why this whole thing is so strange.”

Antequera stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray I’d offered him and jotted something down in his notebook.

“I understand. We’re going to need the gardener Arnau’s contact information. And the names of the restaurant and nightclub. We’ll try to verify your movements.”

He stood up and glanced once more toward the garden, where the emerald-green float still lay beside the pool, exactly where Isabel had left it.

“One last thing,” he added before leaving. “If you remember any other detail, no matter how small… call us immediately.”

“Don’t worry, I will.”

I nodded, feeling the knot in my stomach tighten.

Afterward he spoke briefly with Miquel, who must have corroborated everything I’d told him. When the Mossos left the house, I found myself alone in the living room, Isabel’s phone still on the table. One question kept running through my head:

Where the hell was my wife?

	Yoli and Yago. Madrid, June 2010. Birthday party.



Saturday night turned out to be somewhat… Yago might have called it unusual. Yes. That was the word: unusual. He often found himself reflecting on the fauna that filled the Summum night after night. He knew each type of customer like old scars on his own skin.

On weekdays, through Thursday, the place filled with solitary men. They arrived between eleven and one, still in their suits but with loosened ties, their office clothes wrinkled. They sat on the same stools, ordered the same things—whisky neat, gin and tonic, the occasional beer—and stared at themselves in the mirror as if expecting their reflection to strike up a conversation. Some talked. A lot. They told Yago things they’d never tell their wife, their therapist, or their best friend. Painful divorces, kids who never called, a promotion that never came… Others just muttered random phrases: “Life is shit,” “What do you think, buddy?” “Pour me another and don’t ask me anything.” Yago listened without judging, nodded at the right moments, served the next drink. He knew they weren’t looking for advice; they were looking for relief, or an ear that wouldn’t interrupt, that wouldn’t remember the next day what they’d confessed. They were men who wanted—or needed—to talk, and the Summum was a good place to do it without anyone charging by the hour.

From time to time, a traveling executive would show up. They came from elsewhere: Barcelona, Valencia, Seville, sometimes Lisbon or Milan, with their tailored suits and leather briefcases. They ordered something expensive, hoping for a discreet fling. They eyed Yoli or one of her friends, calculating price and risk. They didn’t always close the deal; sometimes a brush of a hand was enough, a shared laugh, the promise of something that never came. They left with their conscience a little lighter. Yago watched them go and thought they were the saddest of all: they had money to buy whatever they wanted, but they still needed a dark bar to feel alive.

And then there were the women who came alone. They arrived later, in elegant, even ostentatious dresses, high heels, and makeup that disguised fatigue or age. They ordered Cosmopolitans, Dry Martinis, expensive champagne, and drank slowly, trying to be seen. Some gazed at the empty dance floor as if waiting for someone to ask them to dance. Others sat at the bar and talked with Yago just like the men did: about work, about the ex, about loneliness. Elena had been one of them. Not all were looking for physical company; some just wanted someone to look at them as if they were still desirable, to buy them a drink—not to get it free, but to feel interesting to someone. Yago treated them with the same professional distance as the men, but with a bit more softness in his voice. He knew a wrong word could shatter the fragile armor they’d built just to leave the house.

When the weekend came, everything turned cheerful, almost wild. The Summum stopped being a confessional and became a circus of lights and bodies. The dance floor filled to bursting, the mirror ball spun tirelessly, the music rose until the glasses on the bar vibrated. Groups arrived: girls in short dresses with loud laughter, couples kissing without shame, groups of friends ordering endless rounds. Yoli and her friends moved like queens through that territory, dancing, brushing past, collecting favors with smiles. The VIP sections filled with expensive bottles, with forced laughter that sounded genuine under the noise, with hands wandering onto other people’s waists. The old man smiled from his office doorway, mentally counting bills. Even Javier, who never smiled, bobbed his head to the music.

Yago observed it all from behind the bar, serving nonstop, cleaning nonstop. On weekends there was no time for heart-to-hearts; just noise and crowds. It was easier, though more tiring, he’d thought at times. You didn’t have to listen as much. You just had to serve. But deep down he knew he preferred the weekdays. On those nights, at least, people came looking for something real. On weekends they came to forget that anything real existed.

When they turned off the lights past five, Yago found himself alone with the echo of voices. The solitary men who’d told him about their lives, the women who paid for a chance to pretend they were still young, or who sought company without calling it that.

On weekends, the frenzy that drowned the emptiness in noise. Everyone came through the bar, everyone left something behind: a crumpled bill and sometimes a phone number scribbled on a napkin. And he stayed there, mixing one drink after another, making sure no one slipped out without paying and, ultimately, hoping the night would end soon.

Yoli came in with two friends whose habits were as... licentious as her own. They laughed at everything and nothing at the same time. They even laughed and joked about themselves. And that girls’ night out was already living up to its potential from the very first moment.

The three moved through the room with the confidence of people on familiar turf, as if the place were theirs. Short dresses and high heels.


They went straight to the bar. Yoli propped her elbows on the wood, leaned toward Yago, and flashed that mischievous smile that only he recognized.

“Three Tequila Sunrises, handsome. We’re not working tonight.”

Yago raised an eyebrow as he started preparing the cocktails: tequila, orange juice, grenadine that slowly sank into the glass.

“Not working? Why’s that?”

“It’s my birthday,” she said, turning her phone to show him the date on the screen. “I want to have a really good time. No clients, no fake smiles. Just the three of us and whatever comes up.”

Yago filled three glasses with crushed ice and orange slices. He set them down in front of the women.

“How old are you turning?”

Yoli grabbed her tequila, raised it in a silent toast with her friends, and knocked it back in one gulp, closing her eyes for a second as she felt the burn.

“Twenty-three.”

Yago let out a low laugh, almost incredulous.

“Good Lord! Who wouldn’t want to be that age!” he exclaimed, though he was aware that the girl seemed quite a bit older.

She licked her lips.

“Twenty-three years old, but it feels like I’ve lived three lives... All three have been fun. The fourth one starts tonight. Will you toast with me?”

Yago glanced toward the back to see if Don Pedro was out of his office, then poured himself a shot of aged tequila and clinked his glass against hers.

“May twenty-three be better than twenty-two.”

Her friends joined the toast. Yoli had gotten them in thanks to her connections with the boss and with Bryan, and from their seats at the bar—where they could see everything—they planned their big night. One of many.

While the girls laughed and kept up a rather racy conversation—talking about men Yago didn’t know, and nights that ended with names forgotten by dawn—Yago watched them, trying not to be too obvious, as he continued serving drinks at an unhurried pace. The three leaned toward each other, laughing.

He couldn’t help thinking with a certain sadness that the night made for bad company. Too many temptations. Alcohol flowed easily, loosening tongues that stayed silent during the day. Drugs circulated discreetly: pills someone pulled from a purse, lines snorted in the bathroom. And that was without taking into account what the girls did for a living. Twenty-three years old—the friends maybe twenty-three or twenty-four. Ages that sounded young but already carried scars from too many late nights. They sold companionship, smiles, bodies by the hour. And that night, despite being free from clients, they could barely hide what they did for a living.

Yago took a sip of his tequila. The night promised excess.

After the tequila sunrises, they ordered Margaritas, then moved on to orange Daiquiris—Yago’s recommendation, despite his warning them not to mix. It took almost no time for the alcohol to hit those girls, affecting their conversations, their laughter, and even their willpower and boldness. Those cocktails, as refined as their appetite for fun, had them laughing at anecdotes about clients. From there, they moved on to giggling like schoolgirls about some naive guy or another who’d tried to hit on them, mesmerized by their youth and undeniable beauty.

“Hit on us, seriously? How bold some guys get. We’re more likely to be the ones choosing who to take to bed tonight, and completely free of charge,” Lara said amid the others’ laughter.

Between laughs and drinks, the conversation topics grew increasingly spicy and intense, one after another. Yago listened with a half-smile from a distance. One of the girls, Jenny, said she was updating her ad on a well-known escort website.

“It’s super easy,” Jenny pointed out, setting her drink aside. “You hardly have to do anything. Even Yoli figured it out, right?” A conspiratorial nudge got Yoli to take the little tease for what it was: a joke between friends. “That said, to really work it, you need at least some basic knowledge of how the internet works. And good photos are a must. Are you thinking of posting an ad?” she said, looking at Lara.

“Me? No way. I barely have time for all the clients I’ve got!” she said, laughing between sips of her drink.

“Or maybe you just don’t know how?” Yoli said, also laughing.

“What are you talking about, girl? I helped you set yours up. Don’t you remember?”

“You’re such a liar...” Yoli protested through her laughter. “I still remember the day you hounded me to help you with your Amazon account. My God, it was horrible! It was like trying to explain the Bible to an atheist.” Everyone, including Lara, laughed heartily. “Never again. Never again, sweetie.”

“Come on, girls, quit messing around and explain to Lara how this works already,” Jenny said.

Despite the laughter, Lara’s face was full of interest. She clearly wanted to know more about this escort website.

“Okay, let’s be serious,” Yoli said, taking the lead. “Setting up an account on the site isn’t complicated at all. You just fill out the form they give you and you’re done. They’ll get back to you within minutes with a confirmation email, and if it’s approved, they’ll publish your ad and profile in a couple of days, tops. They’re really fast. But honey, just know that this website is going to become your personal planner—or really, your work diary. Just like for us, it’ll become your best friend when it comes to finding new clients. Look, I advertise on these two,” she said, showing her the phone screen. “They get the most traffic. They work the best and offer the most security when it comes to their members, though of course, total security doesn’t exist.”

“Thanks. Actually, I might be interested. And yeah, I know my way around websites. So don’t worry, I can figure it out.”

“Great. Do you have good photos?” Jenny asked.

“Photos? Yeah, of course.”

“Here’s the thing—you need photos that are suggestive but elegant. Photos that hint without showing everything. Showing more skin doesn’t necessarily mean more clients—or maybe it does, but believe me, honey, the best clients are the ones looking for classy girls. A streetwalker gets clients at her level. We can do better than that.”

“Okay.” She smiled. “I don’t think I have any like that. In most of mine I’m either dressed normally or completely naked.”

All three burst out laughing at once.

“Well, I happen to be a great photographer,” Yago chimed in, half-joking.

All three turned at once. Silence first. Then they burst out laughing. Yoli doubled over, covering her mouth with her hand.

“Oh, please, you’ve got some nerve,” she said through her laughter. “You? A photographer?”

Lara wiped away a tear from laughing.

“Sure, and I bet between poses, your hands start wandering...”

Yago shrugged, his crooked smile still in place.

“Go ahead, laugh. But if you ever want real photos, no strings attached, you know where to find me. I’ve got a decent camera and a good eye for that kind of shot.”

Yoli winked at him.

“You’re trouble, bartender. But thanks for the offer.”

Just then Don Pedro showed up, with his heavy footsteps and that perpetually disapproving look of his. The old man had come out of his office. He spotted Yago leaning against the bar, chatting with the three girls, and his face twisted into a grimace meant to look authoritative but only managed to look irritated.

“You—serve drinks,” he snapped, pointing at him with his index finger like he was a kid caught misbehaving. “I don’t pay you to flirt with the girls. Come on, move your ass.”

Yago straightened up slowly, in no hurry to obey but not looking to argue either. He knew it wasn’t worth wasting his breath on the old man. He nodded once and turned toward the other end of the bar to look busy.

“And you girls...”

Yoli, knowing exactly what he was about to say, put a hand on his chest.

“Hey,” she said, raising her voice just enough to stop Don Pedro in his tracks. “Today we’re customers. We’re not here to work. We’re paying for our drinks like everyone else. Or are you charging a cover just to sit at the bar now?”

Don Pedro turned slowly, eyes narrowed. He looked at Yoli, then at Lara and Jenny, who had fallen silent but kept their smiles frozen in place. The old man opened his mouth to say something cutting, but thought better of it. He knew Yoli was one of the few who wouldn't back down, and he could see in her eyes she wasn't in the mood for any bullshit. Besides, the three of them together were luxury decoration for the place: they drew attention, elevated the atmosphere, and above all, sold a lot of champagne.

He muttered something under his breath—“fucking whores, go to hell”—but said it so quietly they didn't hear. He turned and headed back toward the office. The door slammed shut hard enough to rattle the bottles on the storage shelf.

Yoli let out a short, triumphant laugh.

“Old bastard,” she murmured.

Yago, from the other end of the bar, couldn't take his eyes off them, and when he passed by again, Yoli winked at him.

“Don't worry, photographer. Tomorrow I'll let you take those classy photos of us.”

He gave a half-smile, wiped the bar with that same old rag, and said nothing.

“As classy as possible, honey,” Lara said.

“These sites are great for getting clients without having to work the streets in the cold or stay out till all hours at clubs. You set the schedule, the price, and what you will or won't do. Everything clean and controlled from your phone.”

“Look, Lara,” Yoli said, “what we make here isn't bad. Truth is, we can't complain. But the lifestyle we like costs money—you've seen that yourself. And if you're like me and you like luxury and the good life, well, that's just how it is. Plus, you have to look for what the experts call… business opportunities.”

They all laughed again.

“If you play it right,” Jenny insisted, “it's almost like being with an escort agency. Those girls get the best clients, like the ones yesterday in the VIP room. Guys with real money. And what do those girls have? Class, honey.”

“Escorts? But they're companions. Or do they fuck too?” Lara asked.

Yoli and Jenny laughed.

“Of course they fuck, for fuck's sake. I mean, some do and some don't. But it's like everything in life. A 'no' can mean losing a client. The word escort is used for companions. People like to think of them as just arm candy for events and stuff like that, sure, but forget it. Most of them are really high-class prostitutes. The prostitute label is a stigma they try to shake off, but it's the honest truth.”

“They take money for sex, just like us. Lots of them do, even if they deny it. But you know what the big difference is between us and them?”

Lara stared at her, waiting for Yoli to explain.

“The money, girl. The difference is the money.”

Jenny and Yoli nodded emphatically.

“The ones who call themselves escorts think they have a better reputation than us—they label us as common whores.”

“So what does that difference in terms actually mean?” Lara asked.

“The main difference between them and us isn't just the type of clients they get—always super rich guys. No. The main difference is they can afford to offer strictly companionship services if they want. Let me explain. A lot of their clients, rich guys who mostly don't have partners, hire them just to accompany them to all kinds of events—dinners with friends, corporate parties, that sort of thing. In other words, these guys want elegant women, stunning beauties, but here's the thing: girls who are well-educated and cultured. Basically, they're looking for the perfect partner they can show off in any situation.”

“Wow…” Lara said, surprised.

“The best part is their work isn't limited to jobs lasting an hour or two, like ours often are. They get hired for entire nights, days, even whole weekends. Some even get booked for a week or more. Months, even.”

“But seriously, they hire them just for that? To pretend to be their partners?”

“Don't kid yourself,” Yoli laughed. “Being an escort doesn't get them out of having sex. No man who's dropping thousands of euros a night is going to take no for an answer. Most of them end up having sex. But because they charge so much and they're so polished for certain circles, they can afford to be a lot pickier than us.”

“Lara,” Jenny said, “they’re prostitutes. Period. They’re the same as us, but they make more money and sleep with guys who smell better. Even among whores, there’s a hierarchy.”

“Especially among whores, honey,” Yago interrupted. “Fascinating Master Class. Sounds great. Too bad you’re not mentioning STDs, violent clients, or dangerous kinks… The refined ones are the worst, just so you know.”

“Don’t scare her,” Yoli cut in after taking a sip of her drink.

“Lara’s smart enough to know what we’re talking about,” Jenny replied.

“Maybe, but you’re making it sound too good, way too good. There’s also a side that isn’t so nice—it’s even dangerous,” Yago said, completely serious.

“Yago,” Yoli cut in, annoyed by the interruption, “I’m not going to deny this has a dark side, but I’d say it’s better to be a high-class escort than a cheap whore. Don’t you think?”

“No doubt, Yoli. But even better is having a safe job and not risking getting involved with men you know nothing about, not to mention diseases or drugs,” Yago murmured. “That money’s never easy. For a while it might seem like it, but it’s not.”

“It’s not?”

“No,” Yago said firmly.

“What if I told you that, in general, I like what I do?”

“Well, to some extent I’d get it. I know you like to party…”

“And fuck. I love fucking,” she cut him off, visibly annoyed, “and if I make money going out partying and fucking, just imagine how much I love what I do. Let me try to explain so you finally get it. If I could, I’d try to become one of them. An Escort, I mean. Unlike us, they don’t have to parade around nightclubs or venues putting the goods on display like a butcher shop. They don’t need to do that. They don’t usually work in brothels or clubs either, or like us, under the cover of a boîte. They work through agencies that protect them when it comes to client security and all that. They even have a kind of black book—a list of clients you’d never want to service in your life.”

“But you’re forgetting one thing…” Yago objected again. “To be a successful Escort, you need an education and cultural sophistication far above average. I’m not saying you need a degree or a master’s. But you have to be able to hold your own on politics, science, art, as well as sports, culture, society, and a whole lot more. Not to mention you need to speak several languages, at least. Those guys, the ones who hire them, aren’t just looking for a body. They’re looking for a trophy they can show off—not just without shame, but with genuine pride. I know girls who have regular clients who take them to events at embassies.”

“I’m not forgetting anything, Yago. But you don’t have a fucking clue about my life or my circumstances… Do you even know if I have a college degree? Are you sure I don’t speak other languages?” Yoli’s anger was obvious.

“I don’t know, that’s true. But what I can tell you, Yoli, is that I don’t like you selling yourself,” he said quietly. “I didn’t mean to upset you, and if I did, I’m sorry. I don’t know how many languages you speak or much of anything about your life, but I worry about you…”

“Honey, don’t be a buzzkill,” Jenny laughed, looking at him mockingly. “We only know how to handle one tongue—this one!” she said, sticking out her tongue with a laugh. “But we know how to use it damn well. Right, girls?”

“Yes, that’s true! I forgot you’re pretty good at ‘French,’” Lara said, laughing.

They both laughed, though Yoli kept a straight face.

Yago couldn’t help but smile at Lara and Jenny’s vulgarity, but he noticed the anger on Yoli’s face.

Suddenly she pushed away from the bar.

“I want to dance. I’m bored out of my mind…” she said, shooting Yago a dirty look. “And today’s my fucking birthday, damn it.”

They walked slowly to the dance floor. They were used to walking that way, seducing everyone in their path. They gave it their all on the floor—incredible, commanding attention. Within seconds, they were the center of attention for the entire venue. The guys watched them with desire in their eyes, while the girls looked on with a mix of envy and contempt. There was something hypnotic about them; watching them was almost addictive.

Their necklines threatened to reveal what they shouldn’t. The almost pornographic movements on the floor had Jenny’s tits peeking out again and again from the sides of her dress.

The area around them filled with eager spectators enjoying the show. The Summum was packed, and Yago was certain the old man was watching everything from the screens in his office.

He watched their clothes cling to their bodies. Lara and Jenny couldn't help themselves—they were always working. Yago noticed them chatting up two guys in their fifties. Neither of them would actually want to sleep with a guy that age, so clearly they'd spotted a business opportunity and weren't about to pass it up.

“Damn it! What are you doing?” Yoli snapped when she realized what they were up to.

“Shit! You scared the hell out of me!” Lara exclaimed.

“Didn't we agree we were going out to have fun tonight? What the hell are you doing with those old geezers?”

“They've got money. We don't have to say no to everything,” Jenny said defensively.

Yago knew the girls' night out had come to an end.

“Screw you both. Do whatever the hell you want. I'm leaving…”

Yoli stormed past the bar, and Yago tried to stop her.

“Leave me alone and get lost!” she yelled at the top of her lungs. “I'm going to sleep it off, damn it!” She took a sip of what was left of her drink.

“Don't be mad, please.” He smiled. “Let me buy you a drink when I get off. It's your birthday. Don't leave angry. I'm done in an hour and we can chat for a while.”

Finally, she murmured with a mischievous smile, “…You're not expecting me to sleep with you, are you?”

Yago smiled at her.

“My God, is it that obvious?”

She looked up, her gaze defiant.

“Forget about getting any freebies… I'm a whore, don't forget.” She grabbed her purse and stood up, annoyed.

“Wait, wait,” he said, grabbing her wrist. “No, Yoli. That's not what I'm after.” He smiled. “I was joking. How about fifty bucks and you throw in a blowjob?”

She turned and looked him in the eyes.

“One fifty. And no blowjob,” she shot back with a big laugh.

“Sounds fair.” He jumped up. “Meet me in the bathroom back there. Don't be long.”

She stared at him in surprise.

“Are you serious?”

“Obviously… no. I just want to buy you a drink, chat for a bit, and walk you home,” he said, holding up his hands in surrender.

“All right. I'll wait for you,” she said, smiling. “But I'm not inviting you up.”

“Sounds fair.”

As he always did after work, he suggested La Penumbra. It was close and stayed open late. Plus, it was a relatively quiet place where you could actually talk. He excused himself to use the restroom and ordered a couple of drinks at the bar on his way back. He returned to the table, sat down, and raised his glass to his lips. He felt a bit off-balance—he'd always had trouble showing his feelings to people he actually cared about. He was hopeless with emotions. If Yoli had been a stranger, he wouldn't have had any problem making small talk about nothing, but when someone mattered to him, he struggled to express himself.

“Do you always go out partying after work?”

“No, but it's your birthday, right? And I didn't want you to leave angry. I wanted to apologize if my comments earlier bothered you. I wasn't trying to make you uncomfortable.”

Yoli smiled.

“So you're a real gentleman, huh, Yago?”

“Well, that's what I'm trying to be. Have you ever stopped to think that we've known each other for years, and apart from our names, we don't know anything about each other?”

“You know how old I am.”

“I just found out. And I also just realized I could be your father. Your youth is almost offensive.”

Yoli let out a genuine laugh. “How old are you?”

“Forty-five.”

She rolled her eyes, doing the math.

“You really could be my father. Though you don’t look it.”

“Don’t you dare tell Bryan that. He’d have ammunition to bust my balls for a year.” “Is your name Yolanda, or is Yoli just a work name?”

“My name is Yolanda.”

“And where do you live?”

“In Pinar de Chamartín.”

“That’s a good area. Spacious and pretty quiet.”

“It’s not bad.”

“Do you live alone?”

“No, with a couple of friends. Rent is expensive in that area. Between the three of us, it’s manageable.”

“And all three of you...?”

“Are we hookers? Well... for your information, no. I’m the only one. And I get the feeling you have a serious problem with that.”

“Yolanda...”

“Call me Yoli. Only my family calls me Yolanda. To the rest of the world, I’m Yoli.”

“All right, Yoli. Look, the last thing I want is to argue with you again.”

“You seem to have a problem with my profession,” she said, staring at him. “Every time it comes up, you get that ‘poor girl, she could do something else’ look. Don’t give me that shit, Yago. I’m a prostitute. I’m saying it, not you. And I don’t need you to save me.”

He sighed, looked at his drink as if it held answers.

“I don’t want to argue about that again. It’s your birthday. For the first time, I have a chance to really get to know you, without the bar between us, without clients, without the old man busting our balls. Obviously I hate that you do that. I won’t deny it. It pisses me off to think about it. But I don’t want to talk about that today.”

She stayed quiet for a moment, turning her glass between her fingers.

“Okay. Deal. No sermons.”

Yago shifted in his chair and let out a grunt of pain, bringing his hand to his right shoulder. He rubbed it with his open palm, as if he could ease the stabbing sensation.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“A problem with my rotator cuff. It’s been messed up for months. It hurts when I lift my arm, when I carry the tray, even when I sleep on my side. The doctor says it’s chronic tendinopathy. Nothing serious, but nothing that’ll heal on its own.”

Yoli looked at him carefully, as if she suddenly saw something different in him.

“It’s complicated and difficult to treat. It doesn’t always resolve completely, but many cases improve quite a bit without surgery. The usual approach in physical therapy is to start with therapeutic massage and rehabilitation exercises, which are the most important part. You have to strengthen the rotator cuff and the scapula—if you don’t, you won’t get better. Sometimes they use ultrasound to reduce inflammation or electrotherapy to stimulate the muscle, even dry needling.”

Yago listened with his mouth half open, his drink forgotten in his hand.

“How do you know all that?”

She smiled, this time for real, with a gleam of pride he’d never seen in her before.

“I have a degree in physical therapy. Finished last year at Complutense. I even did an internship at a trauma center. But life... you know. Easy money came before the permanent contract.”

Yago sat there speechless, his eyes wide as saucers. He looked at her as if seeing her for the first time.

“Seriously?”

“Seriously. I have the diploma tucked away in a box. Sometimes I look at it and think I could go back. Open a small practice, charge thirty euros a session, treat screwed-up shoulders like yours. But then, when I see my bank account, I always decide to stay at Summum.”

He shook his head, incredulous.

“Damn, Yoli. You could...”

“Don’t start,” she cut him off, but without anger. “Not today. It’s my birthday. Twenty-three shitty years and a degree I don’t use.”

Yago watched her closely. Up close, she was even more beautiful. Without the heavy makeup she usually wore, her face had an almost adolescent freshness. Her light eyes, large and slightly almond-shaped, held a serene brightness, without the provocative edge she usually gave her gaze.

Without needing to play seductive for potential clients, she had a formal yet fresh air about her. Her movements were even elegant: when she lifted her glass, she did so gently; when she brushed a lock of black hair from her forehead, the gesture was delicate, almost flirtatious. She crossed her legs naturally, not to show off her thighs, but because she was comfortable that way; her high heel dangled from her right foot in a slow, unconscious swing that wasn't seeking anyone's attention.

He realized then that her crude language and promiscuous, carefree behavior were part of the image she wanted to project. At the Summum, she was the one who swore, who laughed loudly, who danced pressed against strangers and came out of the old man's office wiping her mouth with a tissue. It was a disguise so well constructed that almost no one saw beyond it: the twenty-three-year-old girl who got paid for companionship, who talked about dicks and clients the way people talk about the weather, who drank like the glasses held water. But there, alone with him, without an audience, without needing to perform, another woman emerged.

She had dark skin and black hair, straight and long, falling to the middle of her back. Yago realized this was the real Yoli: the licensed physical therapist who, unfortunately, had chosen a shorter path.

The conversation grew increasingly relaxed, and if it weren't for the late hour, it would have gone on much longer. As they talked, Yago gradually realized he was listening to her attentively and that he was genuinely interested in this girl who kept showing him a side of herself he hadn't known. He didn't want to bring up her profession again, so as not to make her uncomfortable and break that pleasant moment.

In a way, he understood her, but he also knew that throughout his professional life, he'd grown tired of seeing made-up teenagers pretending to be women and offering their merchandise to the highest bidder; Yoli wasn't the first, and unfortunately, she wouldn't be the last. But Yago also knew this life wouldn't last forever, and that when her skin grew slack, the pounds piled on, and she was forced to change clientele because she no longer fit what men were looking for in a girl, she either had her life well sorted out or she'd gradually fall into an ever-deeper hole from which she could hardly escape.

Although she thought she was living in paradise, she was exposed to all kinds of dangers. Yago knew that many used drugs that boosted their “productivity,” like cocaine, or others that took the edge off, like hashish. Not to mention ecstasy and all kinds of pills with extremely dangerous chemicals. And all those girls thought they had their addiction under control, that they were just using for fun, and that they'd have no problem quitting. Big mistake.

Yet when the problem spiraled into full-blown addiction, they all conveniently said it was the hard life that had led them there. So which was it: paradise or hard life?

True, he'd decided not to bring up the subject again, but it was equally true that he didn't like leaving things half-finished. Life was about making decisions and accepting the consequences. He'd done it all his life, and even though Yoli might think his only intention in inviting her was to sleep with her, that was perhaps the least of the reasons he was there, in the early morning hours, chatting with her. He cared about her happiness and her safety. The truth was, he liked her, and he didn't want to fool himself. He didn't see her only as a girl in need of protection. He felt something more—something that remained true no matter how much he refused to acknowledge it. He liked this girl. But that was life: reality never comes close to our romantic fantasies.

“I'd like to get together again,” he told her.

There it was. He'd said it, fearing he'd made a mistake, a misstep. He hoped she'd want to see him again. He felt nervous and shy.

She watched him for a second, those deep eyes fixed on his, unblinking. Then she smiled—a smile that seemed sincere, nothing like the one she put on at the Summum.

“The truth is, it's been great. We could do this again another day, but preferably at a more reasonable hour. Maybe we should meet somewhere different. No late-night bars or alcohol. Something clean, with fresh air.”

She paused, as if weighing the proposal.

“Do you like hiking?”

Yago let out a short laugh, surprised.

“Yes. I like it. Although I'm not in the best shape. My shoulder kills me when I carry a backpack, and the last trail I did was… I don't know, five years ago. But yes. It would do me good to get moving.”

She nodded, satisfied.

“Perfect. I know some easy routes through the mountains: La Pedriza, for example. Or something gentler in Cercedilla. Nothing extreme, just walking, breathing, talking calmly. Fresh air is better than any anti-inflammatory.”

She checked the time on her phone. Outside, a dirty gray light was already signaling the start of a new day.

“Though it’s too late now to meet up tomorrow,” she added. “I like getting up early to walk. Leave at eight, catch the first rays of sun, get back before the crowds show up.”

“It’s already daylight,” he said, gesturing toward the street with his chin. “And you’re right. We should call it a night. Get some sleep. Or try to.”

He stood up slowly, paid for both drinks—she protested, but he waved her off gently—and they walked out together into the cool morning air. Madrid was waking up. They strolled along.

The sky was beginning to take on a blue tint, the streetlights starting to flicker off.

“So... when?” Yago asked.

Yoli adjusted her silver dress, which now seemed out of place in the daylight.

“We’ll talk. No pressure.”

He smiled wearily.

“Deal. Happy birthday for real, Yoli.”

They flagged down a taxi. She leaned in, gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, and he turned to look for a subway entrance.

Yago stood for a moment on the sidewalk, his shoulder throbbing with a dull but bearable pain.

He walked through the city he loved deep down, with its shops that—except for the trendiest spots—seemed frozen in time, with no intention of modernizing, as if the good old days were always better. The temperature was bearable, but another scorcher was on the way. To distract himself, he stopped at several storefronts to browse the window displays. He liked taking his time getting home, since that Sunday, like every Sunday, he had nothing to do.

Could he take care of her? Of course he could, he told himself. The problem was doing it without falling in love in the process.

What exactly did he want from her? He’d known from the start that any relationship was doomed because of the age difference. Maybe he just wanted to protect her. Or maybe he wanted more—to live with her, help her leave the life she was leading. He wanted to give her the support she needed to make it happen. To pluck her from the Summum and the hostess scene like pulling a flower from someone else’s garden and replanting it somewhere more sheltered, even knowing that some flowers don’t survive the transplant.

He watched the people coming and going. People so different from those who lived in the night.

Buses came and went. People got off and walked with the easy calm of a Sunday morning. Those still finishing up their night wandered aimlessly, as if not wanting it to end, in no hurry to get home.
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After sleeping through the morning, he pulled the dirty clothes from the laundry basket to start his Sunday load. He had never liked Sundays—days when he died of boredom. Or melancholy. Or rage. He couldn’t explain why, but he hated them.

He decided to eat out. There was nothing decent at home—or at least nothing that hadn’t expired. Traffic was lighter on Sundays in Madrid, so he took the old Peugeot 405 downtown. He drove down Pintor Rosales and headed for a parking garage. He planned to eat at one of his favorite restaurants, the kind of place where the menu doesn’t try to seem healthy or trendy.

After lunch, he left behind the terraces full of people practicing the art of lingering over coffee and stretched out on the grass in Parque del Oeste, in the shade—a small luxury he savored.

It felt like the day would never end, like time had stopped and he could lie there watching the sky for as long as he wanted, as if Monday weren’t nipping at his heels.

He was alone, and although he sometimes doubted his sanity, he hadn’t yet reached the point of talking out loud to himself. He had learned to live with solitude, and past a certain point, he’d even come to enjoy the silence—the breeze caressing his face, the distant sound of children playing in the park. His life had always had these silences, and he always enjoyed them.

Probably an occupational hazard, but he also liked to listen. You don’t always get to enjoy anonymous conversations, the kind that help you grow and learn. An unhurried conversation, with its pauses, its digressions, its shared emotions.

He scrolled through his phone to pass the time, because if there was one thing he couldn’t stand, it was idleness.

Since leaving the family business, he had worked all kinds of jobs: waiter, kitchen assistant, PR, security guard, and so many others that were starting to blur together in his memory.

His father had once called him the black sheep of the family, and his mother, who maintained a polite but cold relationship with her husband, had risen to face him and said: “In my family there’s only one black sheep, and that’s you.” It was the first and only time he had seen her confront his father, and he felt proud that she had done it for him—because he had to admit he had barely met any of their expectations.

He was the only one of his siblings who hadn’t wanted to go to college, though they had forced him to finish high school. He still remembered the scene: at eighteen, he had gathered them in the living room to announce he wasn’t going to keep studying and that he’d found work at a bar. His father, with that fiery temper, had raised his voice, trying to convince him to do something worthwhile—anything—but he had stood his ground and gotten the last word. As usual.

“I’ve turned eighteen—it’s my decision. I have the right to live my life the way I want, even to make mistakes.” And boy, had he ever.

“Promise me you’ll always remember that the option to keep studying is there. That if one day you decide you don’t want to keep serving drinks behind a bar, or you stop liking whatever you’re doing, you’ll come tell me you’re going back to school—without feeling like you’ve failed,” his mother had said.

“I promise. But I don’t think that’ll happen, Mom. If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s books, and you know it. They exhaust me, they bore me…”

And that was the sad truth. Some people just aren’t cut out for school, and Yago was one of them.

He smiled at the memory. He had always counted on his mother’s indulgence. Whenever he came home drunk, she was the one he went to, asking her to hide his slip-up from his father, who was much stricter—especially about the important things.

It hadn’t been hard for him to leave his parents’ house so young, and after six months of working, he had already rented an apartment in a working-class neighborhood and struck out on his own. That newfound freedom at such a young age meant he had a place to bring girls. Lots of girls. He’d always had a way with women, and it didn’t seem right to bring a different one home to his parents’ house every night.

The WhatsApp message came late in the afternoon, just as he was about to head home.

“Hi Yago. Are you free tonight?”

“Yeah. Day off. What’s up?”

“My friend Mariana wants to go out. She’s looking for a certain…release. What should I tell her? Interested?”

“Perfect.”

“She doesn’t want to go out for drinks. Just company. And someone who won’t ask too many questions.”

“Got it. Say no more.”

“I'll send you her address.”

“Okay.”

“What time can you be there?”

“Anytime after 10. Wherever she wants.”

“Thanks. Don't keep her waiting.”

“I won't.”

“Kisses. Take care.”

The conversation ended as abruptly as it had started. He got in the car and headed home. Better than spending the whole afternoon watching TV.

He jumped in the shower and laid out his clothes. He checked himself in the closet mirror, making sure everything was in order.

His hair was still wet, but that was always sexy to them. A couple spritzes of his best cologne—the one reserved for nights like this—and he rushed out the door.

He arrived ten minutes late despite having driven well above the ridiculous speed limits on the M-30.

The door opened almost immediately, as if someone had been waiting on the other side.

Mariana was a woman in her fifties, elegant to the point of being intimidating, sexy in that way that showed she knew the cards she held. Tall, with curves that time had polished rather than erased, she wore a black evening dress. The neckline plunged deep, baring one shoulder and hinting at the swell of her breasts—obviously enhanced with implants that kept them perky. The skirt parted slightly as she walked, revealing her legs. She wore stilettos with red soles. Her dark brown hair fell to her shoulders, streaked with highlights.

Yago stepped inside, pleasantly surprised. Elena's friend was more attractive than he'd expected.

“I'm Yago. Are you Mariana? Sorry I'm late.”


“Don't worry about it. Come in,” she said without smiling. She had a deep voice, with a hint of weariness she didn't bother to hide. “Would you like something to drink?” she asked, gesturing him toward the sofa. “I have champagne in the fridge, wine, or something stronger if you prefer.”

“Whisky would be great, thanks.” Mariana poured two glasses without asking. Hers was vodka, neat. She handed him his without meeting his eyes—a mechanical gesture, almost dismissive. She sat on the black leather sofa, crossed her legs elegantly, and the dress rode up just enough to reveal the stocking and black garter beneath.

Yago sat across from her in the armchair. He took a sip of whisky and waited. He knew women like her didn't start by talking. They started by sizing you up.

“Did Elena tell you why you're here?” she finally asked, without preamble.

“She said you were looking for release.”

Mariana let out a brief laugh and shook her head.

“Release. What a pretty euphemism. Would you think I'm a whore if I asked you to fuck me? I want to fuck. I want you to make me feel something other than this routine that's suffocating me. And I want you to leave when we're done. We won't be having breakfast together. Is that a problem?”

Yago shook his head slowly. “No problem.” He had heard variations of that speech hundreds of times: executives, divorcées, wealthy widows, women who didn't want to have to pretend interest the next day.

“Understood,” he said calmly. “Do you want to start now or would you prefer to talk a bit more?”

She looked at him for the first time, really looked at him. Her light eyes scanned him as if evaluating an object.

“I don't like wasting time. But I don't like being treated like some whore from a catalog either.”

She stood up, set her glass on the coffee table, and walked toward the hallway leading to the bedrooms.

“Come,” she ordered, without turning around.

Yago stood up and followed her. The hallway was long. Mariana opened the door to the master bedroom. She turned toward him and leaned back against the closed door.

“Take off your shirt,” she said. “And don't look at me like you're going to save me. I don't need saving. I need you to fuck me good.”

Yago slipped off his jacket slowly. There was no rush. He was experienced in this game: he knew her coldness was armor that would come down.

He moved closer. She didn't back away. He cupped her chin gently and gave her a long, passionate kiss. He began to caress her hair, then her shoulders, letting the strap of her dress slip down.

“I’d like you to undress,” she told him firmly. “I’ll watch from the chair.”

“Well, I see you like to be in control,” Yago replied. “You’re the boss.”

He stood up and began removing his shirt, slowly unbuttoning each button without taking his eyes off her.

Yago stood there with his shirt open. She noticed him glance at a fairly recent photograph of her with the man he assumed was her husband.

“Your husband?”

“Elena said you didn’t ask questions. But yes. He’s my husband. He’s traveling this week. That’s why you’re here.”

“Do you still love him?” he asked.

“Of course. But our relationship is definitely peculiar. We’ve always known we both have sex outside the marriage. We never bother to deny it, though we don’t ask about it either.”

“How modern! That’s becoming quite trendy lately,” he said.

The air in the room was heavy, charged with a tension that could end this before it even started. She took a sip of her vodka, which she’d brought from the living room, and looked at him with that calculated coldness that left no room for emotional intimacy.

“I have a very special relationship with my husband,” she said at last, as if continuing a conversation they’d started hours before. “Basically, don’t ask, don’t tell. He does his thing, I do mine. As long as the house stays standing and appearances are kept up, everything’s fine.”

Yago sat on the edge of the bed. He didn’t rush to speak; he knew that with women like her, silence worked better than words.

“That’s trendy these days,” he commented finally, his tone neutral, almost bored.

Mariana let out a dry laugh and leaned against the windowsill, her posture relaxed, letting Yago see her silhouetted against the light.

“It’s not a trend in our case,” she replied calmly. “We’ve always been honest with each other. From the beginning. I’m the perfect trophy wife: I organize dinners, smile at galas, keep the house impeccable, and raised the kids until they didn’t need me anymore. He provided comfort and stability: the almost obscene salary, the house in the mountains, beach vacations... We never ask because we don’t need answers. We’ve always known what was going on.”

“Such selfless attitudes,” he said, with a touch of irony he couldn’t contain. “Sounds almost altruistic.”

She fixed him with narrowed eyes.

“I’m surprised this interests you. You work in a nightclub, don’t you? You must see it all: unfaithful wives, husbands who pay for company, secrets spilling out with the alcohol. Why does our arrangement seem so peculiar to you?”

Yago shrugged—the twinge reminded him he shouldn’t move his shoulders—but he ignored it.

“It doesn’t surprise me. I’ve seen it all. Even husbands who liked to watch. Guys who came to Summum with their wives, let them dance with strangers, and sat at the bar watching and waiting. Some even paid for the show. I’ve seen it all, Mariana.”

She took a step toward him. Her expression didn’t change, but there was a gleam of curiosity in her eyes that hadn’t been there before.

She reached behind her and pulled the zipper all the way down. Then she slid the straps off her shoulders, and the dress fell at her feet. Yago took in her breasts—artificial but undeniably well done. Her body was toned, showing the passage of years but still retaining a certain firmness.

“I want you to touch yourself for me,” she said, her voice thick with excitement.

Yago pulled off his pants and freed his cock, which stood erect like a mast. Without the slightest shame, he began stroking himself slowly, looking into her eyes.

“That’s not us. He doesn’t have the soul of a cuckold. He doesn’t watch, doesn’t ask, doesn’t participate. He simply doesn’t care. Or pretends not to care. We’ve been married twenty-eight years. The first ten were passion, kids, and a few flings. Then came routine. One day I told him I needed something more. He looked at me and told me to do what I had to do. And that was that. No jealousy, no questions, and he always ends up in this bed. It’s practical.”

Mariana pushed him onto the bed and straddled near his face, her shaved mound inches from his mouth. She began to touch herself too. Slowly, unhurried, sensually. With one hand she caressed her sex while the other pinched her stiff, erect nipples.

Yago looked up, appraising her. She was in the last years of her prime, and she knew it. Youth was slipping through his fingers like water—just as it was through hers—and they were both aware of it. He'd never seen a woman like this. Every inch of her skin testified to every possible cosmetic treatment. Her body was lean from training, her skin bronzed from tanning beds. Flawless waxing. It was like witnessing another dimension entirely. She kept moving, her gaze locked on him. Her moans grew more intense, and at one point she arched her back and pressed a hand against Yago's chest. He couldn't tear his eyes away from those reactions, those practiced movements—couldn't stop breathing in her scent as she knelt so close to his face, touching herself barely a hand's width away.

“Practical. And what do you get out of this? Besides stability?”

“I get freedom without losing anything. I can have nights like this without guilt and without lies. No recriminations. He does the same, I suppose. Some secretary, some side piece. I don't know, and I don't care. We don't ask. It's an unspoken agreement. Honest, like I told you. We don't lie to each other because we don't talk about it. Does that seem strange to you?”

Yago's hand crept slowly up her thigh, his fingers gliding over her soft skin. She held her breath. Instead of pulling away, she spread her legs a little wider, as if that movement were silent permission for him to continue. She felt adrenaline coursing through her body, a dangerous mix of nervousness and desire that kept her on edge.

He noticed. He saw it in the way her thighs stayed open, in how her breathing quickened despite her efforts to hide it. He slid his hands back and gripped her ass, making it clear he had no intention of stopping.

Mariana tilted her head slightly toward him, letting her hair fall over one shoulder, exposing the curve of her neck. She knew exactly what she was doing.

“I like your tits,” he whispered, his deep voice vibrating against her ear.

“Five thousand euros' worth of blame…” she moaned. “And you? What do you know about marriage? Are you married? Do you have a girlfriend waiting at home while you go out with women like me?”

Yago shook his head.

“Divorced. Recently. My ex left because she couldn't take the endless nights anymore. Said we were like old furniture. Comfortable, but lifeless. So no, I don't know anything about perfect marriages. Only the ones that fall apart.”

She smiled but didn't respond. Instead, she arched her back a little more, making her nipples jut out even further. Her skin was soft and taut. Heat rose through her body as she watched Yago's eyes fixed on her, tracking every movement, every touch, the sway of her breasts with each breath. Her nipples, already stiff, hardened even more under the cold air that caressed her bare skin, sending a shiver down her spine. They felt sensitive, almost aching. Yago cupped them in his hands, savoring the softness before running his thumbs over them, squeezing just enough to draw a ragged sigh from her.

She closed her eyes, surprised by the intensity of the sensation. That slight pain, mixed with pleasure, made her bite her lip, trying to hold back the moan threatening to escape. He noticed and smiled, leaning down to take them in his mouth while his fingers kept exploring her.

She closed her eyes, feeling the contrast between the warmth of his lips and the coolness of her bare skin. Her chest rose and fell rapidly as she surrendered to those new sensations, to the thrill of being touched.

Yago didn't hesitate. His hand slid firmly over her sex. She was soaked.

“All marriages fall apart in the end. Ours won't because there's nothing to break.”

Yago looked at her. Her coldness was beginning to crack.

“And what if one day you want more? What if these escapes aren't enough to fill your life?”

She leaned in, her lips close to his ear.

“Then I'll look for it somewhere else. But today, enough talk. Just fuck me already. You never shut up!”

“I've always been told I have a silver tongue,” Yago said with his most seductive smile as he slowly slid inside her. “Take your time. Good sex should be savored at the right pace. What do women really like? So many of you want it soft, tender…”

“Not me, and not most women I know,” she corrected him. “The truth is, we like big cocks and dirty talk. We like being split in half,” she whispered in a drawn-out moan.

She swallowed hard and looked at him with lust. Her knees sank into the mattress. Her ass, raised and taut from the position, was perfectly exposed to his hands.

“Put it in from behind. Slide it in slowly, look at me while you do it.” Her tone was raw, making no effort to hide the power she felt in that moment.

Yago, feeling the intensity of the moment, let his instincts take over. He pulled his cock out of her pussy and, with his other hand, positioned the head at the tight entrance of her ass. The brush of his fingers against her slick folds was enough to draw a choked gasp from her.

She pushed back, feeling the pressure of that shaft against her tight hole before she opened wider to receive him. Her breathing was erratic, but she didn’t stop.

She let herself go, quickly matching the rhythm he set with his hips while her own hand kept exploring between her legs.

Yago let out a deep moan, pulling her hair hard while his other hand slid down to one of her breasts, pinching the nipple that stood taut and dark.

“Look at me,” he said, his voice firm.

Mariana obeyed. “Fuck... don’t stop...” she moaned, pushing her hips back so his cock filled her ass completely.

She was the one setting the rhythm now, her body fitting perfectly over Yago’s, rocking back and forth in a way that made her feel every inch filling her.

She threw her hands back and shifted her legs, letting out a gasp that was equal parts pleasure and provocation. In that position, she felt his cock deeper than ever.

“Do you like it?” she murmured, her smile dripping with passion. She didn’t wait for an answer; she didn’t need one. She sat down harder on his cock, drawing a deeper grunt from Yago, and added in a low voice thick with intent, “God, you fuck so well...!”

Mariana’s rhythm started to falter, her movements growing increasingly erratic as her body chased the release building with each thrust. Yago could feel her approaching the edge. His hands gripped her hips, guiding her to a rhythm that wouldn’t make him come too soon.

She screamed, her voice raw with pleasure, her nails raking Yago’s chest as a wave of spasms tore through her, wrenching an orgasm from her that left her trembling. Her body shuddered, her legs squeezing tight around him as every fiber of her being seemed ready to shatter.

But Yago didn’t stop. He flipped her over roughly and took her on all fours. With focus and desire, he kept thrusting into her with brutal intensity, each movement like an act of release for all his pent-up fury. His hands slid down to her ass, squeezing hard before delivering a slap that echoed through the room, drawing a choked moan from her.

“Where do you want it?” Yago groaned, his breath ragged.

She didn’t have time to respond. She felt his hot cum on her ass, then Yago collapsing exhausted beside her. The bedroom fell silent for a moment, broken only by their ragged breathing. Mariana rested against her lover’s chest. Her body was slick with sweat, her legs still trembling as her mind tried to process what had just happened. He wore a triumphant smile as he slowly caressed her back, satisfied at having brought her to that point.

She lifted her head, seeking his gaze. Yago responded with a smile. His dark eyes held an unshakeable confidence. Without a word, he leaned in and pressed a kiss to her lips.

“Damn, dude! Do you always go at it like that...?” she said, stretching like a cat on the bed.

“What do you mean?”

“Damn. I mean, it was like you hadn’t been with a woman in twenty years.”

“It was very intense, yes.”

“Intense?” she laughed. “It was fucking incredible.”

“You women never stop surprising me. But oral sex, for example...” he trailed off, arching his eyebrows.

“I suppose you know that most women really like oral sex. Quite a lot, actually.”

“Receiving it?”

“Are you seriously asking me that?”

“Yes. Do you like swallowing it?”

Mariana shot him a defiant look.

“I’m going to make a hypothesis—totally unscientific—and say that more than seventy percent of women don’t like swallowing it.”

Yago’s eyes gleamed with a mocking smile.

“And which category are you in? The seventy or the thirty?”

“With you?” I whispered, leaning forward. “I’d swallow it.”

Mariana drew a deep breath, tilting her head back slightly.

“I like the taste of cum,” she admitted.

“It can be dangerous. Especially with strangers.”

“I know, but that’s not going to make me stop liking it.”

It was as if the image and the filth of her words had switched something on in Yago, whose cock was hard again.

“Tell me something dirty,” he whispered. “Tell me the most obscene, filthy thing you can think of. Leave me speechless.”

She moved a little closer and said:

“I really enjoy when…”

Mariana looked him straight in the eyes, unblinking. Her lips were parted, her chest heaving. She felt emboldened and wild.

“I’d love for my husband to be here watching you fuck me senseless,” she said slowly, savoring each syllable. “Sitting in that armchair over there, hard cock in hand, watching. Watching you spread my legs, shove it all the way inside me, fuck me so hard the bed leaves marks on the wall and I scream like a cheap whore. And then, when you came inside me, he’d crawl over on his knees, spread my legs with his hands, and lick all your cum dripping from my pussy, down my thighs, to my ass. Collect it with his tongue, swallow every drop while I look him in the eyes and tell him how good another man’s cum tastes.”

She paused. The silence was brutal. The way she’d said it, the idea that she was so far gone—it excited him. He slid his fingers between her legs. She was soaked, slippery, and hot.

Yago let out a low, dark laugh.

“You’re a dirty slut, you know that? Earlier you said he wasn’t one of those. That he didn’t have the soul of a cuckold.”

Mariana smiled—a slow, perverse, triumphant smile.

“That’s exactly why. Because he’s not one of those. Because he’s the perfect man, the one who never gets his hands dirty. And that’s why it turns me on to imagine him humiliated. On his knees, licking what another man leaves inside his wife.”

“Get on top,” he whispered.

With a moan, he arched his hips upward as she settled on top and let out a small sound—such a wild mix of pleasure and pain that it nearly drove him over the edge with raw, animal instinct.

“Wait,” she whispered, her voice so thin and strained that Yago pulled back to study her face. His gaze fixed on her mouth, her lips wet and parted... and he saw she was at the edge. The conversation had brought her to the brink of orgasm without him barely having to touch her.

“Put it in my ass again. That’s it… Slow at first. Let… let me… let me get used to it…”

“I think your ass is more than used to this.”

“It’s true, I love getting it from behind.”

There was no foreplay. Yago lunged forward, grabbed her hips with both hands, and impaled her with a single brutal thrust. Mariana let out a choked scream—pain and pleasure mixed—and dug her nails into the sheet, trying to hold on. He began to pump hard, no smooth rhythm like before, no caresses. Each thrust was deep, violent, the sound of flesh against flesh filling the room. The bed creaked, the headboard banging against the wall in a savage, irregular rhythm.

“Harder,” she panted.

Yago grabbed her hair with one hand, pulled her head back to expose her neck. He bit the skin just below her ear—not enough to leave a visible mark, but enough to hurt. With his other hand, he grabbed a nipple and pinched it with controlled cruelty. He fucked her like he wanted to break her, his pelvis slamming against her ass with each thrust. Mariana moaned uncontrollably, her voice breaking.

“Tell me I’m a whore,” she begged.

“You’re a whore,” he grunted. “Your cuckold husband’s whore.”

She narrowed her eyes, letting out hoarse sounds with each inch that sank inside her.

Yago did his best to control himself... but it was impossible—the way her body tensed, straining for more depth... her ragged gasps... the way her hands clawed at him.

“Oh, God... I'd love it if he were sitting there... jerking off...”

She was about to come, and she started pushing her ass back harder each time, grinding against him with more force as their bodies slapped together; it was like being completely submerged in a sea of pleasure, with no need or desire to come up for air.

Her sounds and everything about her, the absolute ecstasy she wasn't afraid to show, shattered Yago's resistance and sent a feverish shudder coursing through his entire body.

He couldn't remember ever being this hard, nor feeling this desperate craving to touch, to feel, to reach that peak. Just when he thought there couldn't be anything more, she moved forward or leaned back, dragging him deeper, taking him even further.

He felt the tension building in his pelvis, the need to thrust and fuck her, to possess her and let go. This woman was making him enjoy sex like he rarely had: uninhibited, sweaty, and hard.

Mariana's movements became erratic. Her hips shuddered, and he felt her tense just before she arched her back, letting out a scream as she came. He felt scorching heat, her movements turning frantic and disconnected as she slid against him, and the way she kept riding him brutally through the peak of her orgasm made him lose the last shred of control. The pleasure became almost painful for Yago, unbearable, and he leaned forward, sinking his teeth into the firm hollow of her collarbone, moaning against her skin.

They collapsed, exhausted and breathless. They lay motionless, chests heaving and slick with sweat as he looked at her. Her breasts were flushed and glistening, her cheeks pink, her lips parted as she struggled to catch her breath.

“Elena didn't lie to me... You fuck like a goddamn dream,” she said, running her hand over his torso. “I'm soaked.”

Yago went to the bathroom to grab a towel and held it out to her.

“No...” She took the towel from his hand. “You don't need to rush to clean me up. I like getting dirty because of you... Feeling dirty.”

Mariana sat up in bed, makeup smeared in black streaks under her eyes, hair tousled. She ran a hand over her face, wiped a trail of mascara with her thumb, and looked at Yago with that cold calm that always settled back in after the chaos.

“That was a legendary fuck,” she said more calmly. “But now I want you to leave. Sorry if it offends your vanity, but I warned you I didn't want you sleeping here.”

Yago sat up and began looking for his clothes in silence. At the edge of the bed, he pulled on his pants with slow, unhurried movements, in no rush to cover himself. He turned toward her with a crooked half-smile.

“My vanity is safe. It's not like I'm particularly eager to wake up next to you either.”

Mariana narrowed her eyes, studying him as if trying to gauge whether the comment was what he really thought or just a counterattack.

“It bothered you. I know it did.”

Yago stood up, put on his shirt without buttoning it all the way, and shrugged.

“Is it your vanity or mine that worries you?”

She let out a brief laugh, almost a snort.

“You're a bit cocky, bartender.”

“Bartender,” he corrected, his tone dry but without anger. “I'd prefer you call me a bartender. 'Waiter' sounds like someone who serves coffee in the morning.”

Mariana got up too and walked barefoot to the window. The city was already a sea of lights slowly fading under the gray dawn. She crossed her arms, her back to him.

“Want to do this again?” she asked, without turning around.

Yago came up behind her but didn't touch her, just stood a few feet away with his hands in his pockets.

“Honestly? Of course. I loved it. You were... intense. Brutal. Better than expected, truth be told.”

She turned her head just enough to look at him sideways.

“But you should ask your husband to come next time. I think it would be fun,” he insisted.

Mariana took a second to respond. The silence was heavy, charged with the obscenity of what she'd confessed earlier.

“Maybe I will.”

Yago let out a laugh.

“You should. It would be fun. Watching him kneel after I fuck you, licking up what I leave behind. The ultimate test of your little ‘no questions asked’ arrangement.”

She turned fully and locked eyes with him.

“I don’t know. Maybe. Maybe not. But don’t get your hopes up, barman. If I do it, it’ll be for me. Not for you. You’re just the instrument. Don’t ever forget that.”

He gave her that tired smile he’d been perfecting behind the bar for years.

“I’m a good instrument. And I don’t mind being one. As long as I get my fill and nobody asks me to stay for breakfast.”

He leaned in, brushed his lips against her cheek, and pulled away.

Mariana found herself alone in the room. She looked at herself in the wardrobe mirror: ruined makeup, her dress crumpled on the floor, and eyes shining with something that wasn’t exactly regret. She smiled at her reflection, a slow, dark smile.

“Maybe,” she murmured to herself. “Maybe I will.”
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Unaccompanied men begin to look around, discreetly searching for women on their own. They do it with the studied slowness of someone feigning casualness. The women, in turn, size each other up: how they're dressed, what makeup they're wearing, whether they're accompanied by husbands or lovers. And the men with women eye each other, competing to see who has the best arm candy. That could serve as a classification of the clientele who came to Summum day after day: hunters, competitors, exhibitionists.

But there was a fourth category. Those who only wanted to be heard. Yago hated feeling like a psychologist listening to these clients' laments, but he understood that in many cases it was a task he had to perform, something that came with the job. You'd think a client who talked stayed longer, ordered another round, and left a decent tip. But that wasn't the reason. Yago knew it was part of the trade, like polishing glasses that were already clean.

And this man had all the hallmarks of that category.

He moved with the caution of someone entering a place where he doesn't feel entirely welcome, but not unwelcome enough to leave. He was an ordinary guy, gray, his age hard to pin down: he could have been forty-five or fifty-eight. Time had worn him down evenly, without dramatic wrinkles or premature gray, just a weariness that had settled into his shoulders and the corners of his eyes. His graying hair, short and combed with a side part, was beginning to thin noticeably at the temples. He wore a modest charcoal gray suit, the kind bought on sale at El Corte Inglés that might pass for elegant. A white shirt that had seen better days and a navy blue tie with an almost imperceptible geometric pattern, wrinkled beneath the knot. His black shoes, rubber-soled, were clean but worn at the heel—the kind that log miles through office hallways and subway stations, and were totally out of place here.

He sat at the far end of the bar, farthest from the dance floor and the VIP areas—the spot for those who don't want to be seen but don't want to be completely alone either. He ordered a whisky and soda, no ice, in a low, polite voice. When Yago served him, he murmured an almost inaudible “thank you” and stared at the glass as if it held the answers to everything weighing on his mind.

Yago remembered his father, who had been a much wiser man than he would ever be, and who used to say that the truth about a man was always found at the bottom of his last glass of whisky. But this saying had a flaw, in his judgment, as all sayings and proverbs do—and the sooner you recognize it, the better. The bottle, the alcohol, reveals the truth, but you can never know for certain whether it's the truth the drunk imagines he knows, or the truth itself. And there's an abyss between one truth and the other. Yago knew from experience that this type of man got talkative with alcohol.

Ten minutes passed before he spoke. Yago had already pegged him: he wasn't one of the ones who flirted, or competed, or showed off. He was one of the ones who came to unload. He knew it when the man looked up, met his eyes, and said:

“Do you ever have days when you wake up and think none of this means anything?”

Yago wiped down the bar with his cloth, unhurried.

“Every day, sir. But I keep showing up. You wake up before the alarm goes off, with that heaviness in your eyelids that's already part of you. You stare at the ceiling and run through the mental math: eight hours at the office, two commuting, one to wolf down lunch, time for a shower, dinner. In the end, the math of adult life never adds up. You've got two or three free hours if you're lucky, and you spend them staring at a screen with your mind blank, too tired to do anything you actually enjoy. You're not living—you're just keeping the machine running. You go home only to recharge, cook tomorrow's food, and sleep. Your whole existence has become an endless preparation for the next day, total subordination to obligations imposed by someone getting very rich off your labor. Then Friday comes and you feel instant relief, but it's a mirage. Saturday disappears between laundry, cleaning, and the errands you couldn't run during the week. Your body demands payback—it wants the sleep you owe it. And suddenly, it's Sunday afternoon. Your stomach starts to knot up, a shadow of anxiety settles in your chest, and Monday's already breathing down your neck. Am I wrong?”

The man let out a laugh and told him it could be even worse. He said he'd just separated, and now that it was all over, he felt empty and aimless, craving solitude and something strong to drink, like he was turning into an alcoholic. His words came out thick and heavy. The other patrons sensed his mood and drifted away from him, talking quietly among themselves. With nothing better to do, Yago walked over and, somewhat reluctantly, extended his hand. The other man shook it limply.

“I'm Yago,” he said.

“Luis. Nice to meet you, friend.”

“Heartbreak? Work troubles…? You can tell me if you need to talk.”

“My wife… Well, my ex-wife, now.”

“She leave, or did you?”

“Yeah. It was her.”

“And she's not coming back? No chance of working it out?”

“There isn't one. She's never coming back.” He paused. “God, I hate her for it!”

“Is there another man?”

“She says no…”

“Buddy, there always is.”

He watched the man lean against the bar, eyeing the couples heading to the dance floor with envy. The warm air hung heavy with mingled perfumes. Green, gold, and scarlet light splashed wherever the mirror ball cast its glow into the club's shadows. Maybe once upon a time this man would have loved this place, with its cloying sweetness and the bustle it so freely offered. Yago could picture him with a group of friends, stealing glances at the beautiful women drifting by. But now, at this moment, it felt like a lonely place—dangerous for a man who'd been suddenly abandoned after years of what he'd believed was a happy marriage. Tonight, it felt like an execution ground.

He'd made a mistake striking up a conversation, but he couldn't back out now. Some things were better handled here, shielded by the merciful distractions of the music and the crowd's easy mood. And Yago figured this guy maybe deserved more than a quick word of comfort and an excuse to brush him off with a hasty apology and a handful of empty pleasantries.

“Do you have kids?” Yago asked, knowing the question would open the floodgates.

“A daughter. Twenty-four. Lives in Barcelona with her boyfriend. Comes twice a year. Calls me now and then to ask if I'm okay. I tell her yes. I don't tell her I wake up at three in the morning wondering if anyone would notice if I never came back to the office or home. Sometimes I think if I disappeared, it'd take everyone a week to realize.”

Yago nodded. Said nothing. There was no need. The man kept talking in a low, flat voice, as if reciting a report he'd written a thousand times.

“Look, if you want some good advice, go easy on the drinking—just enough to take the edge off. Whisky's a comfort at first, but then it turns on you. And above all… find someone to patch you up. To mend you. To hold you together. Because, like it or not, the best way to get over someone is to get under someone else. And there are plenty of someones here, sir.” He gestured toward the women filling the club.

“Easy for you to say,” he laughed bitterly. “I bet you're the kind of guy who just has to shake the tree and the best apples fall right into his lap.”

“I see you prefer apples. Fair enough. Apples it is. And I'll let you pick first. But remember—the apple you pick is the one you eat.” He leaned in and lowered his voice. “Same goes for women. None of us is really a prize catch.”

“Let's be honest,” he protested. “As long as guys like those”—he pointed to the center of the dance floor—“are on the market, the rest of us don't stand a chance. We'll be stuck with the leftovers.”

“There are leftovers and leftovers… You shouldn't be so quick to dismiss the opportunities that come your way.”

From across the room, Don Pedro gestured for him to come over. His expression was anything but friendly.

“I don't pay you to stand around chatting. Get back to work.”

“Look, Don Pedro. This is your business, and I'm just an employee, but I don't appreciate you watching me all day. I'm doing my job,” Yago replied, visibly annoyed.

A storm cloud seemed to pass over the boss's unpleasant face. His lips pressed into a thin line.

“I think you're forgetting something important. I'm your boss,” he said in a tone that left no room for argument. “You should be eternally grateful I gave you this job, when all you know how to do is pour drinks. You should thank me for reminding you to focus on your work, and of course, you should thank me for leaving it at just a warning.”

“Making conversation with customers and being courteous is also part of my…”

“I didn't come here to argue with you. I came to remind you of your responsibilities, though it shouldn't be necessary. You're a bartender, not Sigmund Freud. Stefan's coming. Let me know when he gets here. I have a meeting with him.”

Yago took the dressing-down like a hook to the jaw, but the news that Stefan was coming was what really ruined his night.

“And when Yoli gets here, tell her to stop by the office…” Don Pedro said, ending the conversation. He turned and walked away with purpose.

Yago flipped him a perfect middle finger and went back to the customer, ignoring the old man.

“Look, the old saying is true. After the storm comes the calm, after the darkness, the light.”

“What?”

“Nothing. I was rambling.”

“There is light at the end of the tunnel. But sometimes, when someone walks through darkness, they think they’re leaving nothing but chaos and destruction in their wake. No storm lasts forever, Luis.”

He explained that every night he saw women eager to find someone to share a bed with, and he wasn’t just talking about sex. There were countless women and men desperately trying to find someone to share with… not necessarily a whole life, just a moment, a sliver of night that might make them feel less alone. At the Summum, you saw it every day: men arriving with loosened ties and eyes scanning the dim room for a gaze that might answer back, women sitting alone at the bar with an untouched cocktail and their phone face-up, waiting for the screen to light up with a message that never came. Some came for sex, yes, but most were looking for something cheaper and more expensive at the same time: attention. Someone to look at them, to nod when they told the same old story, to pour them another drink and say “I understand” without understanding a thing.

Yago had seen it a thousand times. The guy in the gray suit took another long sip and finished the whisky. His eyes got a little wet, but he didn’t cry. Gray men didn’t cry in public. He ordered another. He stayed until two-thirty. Paid with a card, left a twenty-euro tip, and walked out without a word. Just a nod.

When Yoli arrived shortly after, the Summum had already started filling up with the usual crowd. She walked in with that effortless confidence, light as the short black dress clinging to her body. But before she could even lean against the bar, Javier jerked his head toward the back.

“The boss is waiting for you in the office,” he said in a low voice, unable to look at her directly.

Yoli made a face. A slight grimace, almost imperceptible: lips pressed tight, eyes narrowed, and a sigh that was almost a snort. She said nothing. Just nodded once, tugged at her neckline with a mechanical gesture, and headed for the back hallway. Her heels echoed louder than usual.

Yago, who was preparing a round, saw it all from the other side of the bar. He shook his head, a dull rage rising in his chest. He knew exactly what would happen in there. He’d known for years. But now it pissed him off. The old man wasn’t subtle. Yoli did it because it was good for her business, because she controlled her price, but every time she walked through that door, something broke inside him. He hated not being able to do anything. He hated the helplessness of being just a fucking bartender serving drinks while things happened that he shouldn’t let slide.

Fifteen minutes passed. Maybe twenty. The office door finally opened. Yoli came out first, hair a little more disheveled, dress wrinkled at the waist. She walked toward the bar, and when she got close enough, Yago saw the smudged mascara, the smeared lipstick. She wiped at it with the back of her hand, quick, as if ashamed anyone might notice.

She sat on her usual stool, ordered a tequila sunrise without even looking at him.

Yago served it to her in silence. When he set the glass in front of her, their fingers brushed for a second longer than necessary.

“Are you okay?” he asked in a low voice.

She looked up. Her green eyes shone, but not with emotion; with exhaustion.

“Leave me alone, damn it,” she snapped, taking a long sip. “Don’t start again.”

Yago didn’t push it. The rage was still there, burning in his stomach, but he knew it wasn’t the right time.

Yoli finished the drink in one gulp, slamming the glass down harder than necessary. She ordered another with a sharp nod. This time, when Yago served it, he brushed her hand on purpose. A brief touch, almost imperceptible, but she didn’t seem to notice, or pretended not to. Her eyes were lost somewhere beyond the mirrors, as if she were already steeling herself for what was coming.

Yago snapped out of it when he saw Stefan appear, heading toward the bar. Without missing a beat, he notified the old man through the internal line. That guy was bad news. A dealer, an extortionist, and probably a lot of other things. A familiar face at the Summum, a Romanian with family in the city. And calling them family was an understatement. A full-blown gang. Betraying him or messing with his business would be pure madness.

The Romanian crossed the room with that dangerous calm that always preceded him. He was tall, about thirty-five, dressed sharp: a dark Italian-cut suit, an impeccable white shirt with the top two buttons open, a thick but understated gold chain around his neck, and a gold watch. Black hair slicked back with gel, a perfectly trimmed beard, and blue eyes so pale they seemed almost transparent. At first glance, he could pass for a successful businessman or even a magazine model. But there was something in the way he moved, in the way he smiled without the smile ever reaching his eyes, that gave away his true nature—cold-blooded and dangerous.

Stefan was an elegant but bloodthirsty criminal. A predator with manners. Behind that businessman facade lurked a guy capable of breaking someone’s fingers with a smile while chatting about soccer. He controlled a chunk of the coke circulating through the clubs of Malasaña and Chueca, ran a protection racket on several businesses, and had a small but exclusive network of girls working for him. His family, spread across Madrid and Bucharest, was known for never forgetting a debt or an offense. Hurting him or interfering in his affairs was pure madness. Even the old man, who didn’t back down easily, treated him with a respect tinged with fear.

Without missing a beat, Yago pressed the button on the internal line that connected directly to Don Pedro’s office. He said only three words:

“Stefan is here.”

He hung up.

Stefan leaned against the bar with feline elegance, ordered an outrageously expensive Japanese whisky, neat, and surveyed the room as if he owned the place. His gaze landed on Yoli. She’d been trying to regain her composure after her encounter with the old man, but the moment she saw him, she lowered her head. No one needed to tell her anything. She got up from the stool and walked toward Stefan like a lamb to the slaughter. He slipped an arm around her waist with casual possessiveness, whispered something in her ear, and she nodded without meeting his eyes. They disappeared together down the hallway leading to the old man’s office, Stefan holding her like she was his property.

Yago froze behind the bar.

The rag slipped from his hands without him even noticing. A cold, heavy knot settled in his stomach. He knew exactly what this meant. Stefan didn’t come around just to pick up girls for a good time. When he summoned Yoli, it was because he had “work” for her: some important client, some private party, some favor he’d collect in flesh. And Yoli went. She always went. Because refusing wasn’t really an option. Because Stefan and his people didn’t take no for an answer without consequences.

Yago felt a dull, helpless rage rising in his chest, mingling with the constant ache in his shoulder. He thought about what he’d seen less than half an hour ago: Yoli coming out of the old man’s office with her mascara smeared. And now this. Two humiliations in a single night. Two men using her body as currency. He imagined what must be happening in that office: Stefan’s hands on her waist, his low voice issuing orders, that cold smile as he reminded her who was in charge. Yoli pretending she had things under control, when in reality she was trapped between the old man and this Romanian who reeked of expensive cologne and barely contained violence.

“She’s just a kid,” Yago thought bitterly. Twenty-three years old. And there she was, selling herself piece by piece to survive in a world that gave her no other way out. He felt sick. Not just because of Stefan, but because of himself. For being a silent witness to all of this, night after night. For not being able to do anything but serve drinks and grit his teeth.

“If they touch a hair on her head…” he told himself, though he knew it was an empty threat. What could he do? A bartender pushing fifty with a wrecked shoulder and twelve years behind the same bar? Interfering meant serious trouble. The kind of trouble that could land him in a dark alley—or worse, leave Yoli paying the price. Stefan wasn’t the forgiving type. He had the elegance of a shark and the mercy of a hitman.

An hour later, Yoli rushed out through the back hallway.

She was walking fast, almost running, her heels striking the floor in an uneven rhythm. Her makeup was completely ruined: mascara running in thick black streaks down her cheeks, lipstick smudged, eyes red and swollen. She looked like she’d been crying for real, though she was trying to hide it, wiping her face with the back of her hand. The black dress was wrinkled, with a small damp stain near the neckline. She didn’t look at anyone. She walked right past the bar without stopping.

Yago felt his heart clench. He wanted to call out to her, but Javi held him back and shook his head.

“Don’t even think about it. Leave her alone.”


	Arnau. Begur. August 2022.
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That day, when he opened the door to the inspector, he was wearing a band t-shirt Antequera didn't recognize—but that didn't mean much, since he'd been musically stuck in the eighties. He had a joint between his lips, and when Antequera flashed his badge, the kid barely reacted. The classic response of someone used to dealing with cops in tense situations without flinching.

“Arnau Palou?” he asked.

The kid gave a reluctant nod, his cocky expression unchanged.

“Could I ask you a few questions?” the inspector said, still sizing him up.

“Sure. What’s up?” he answered, attitude unchanged, making no move to let him inside.

The inspector gave him the basics, omitting the details about Isabel’s disappearance. After bringing him up to speed, he watched for a reaction but caught nothing that betrayed nervousness or insecurity. Despite the kid’s youth, Antequera recognized a veteran.

“Do you work as a gardener at Julio de la Vega’s house?”

“Yeah. It’s one of the houses I work at. I go there once a week—trim hedges, clean the pool, mow the lawn, tend the gardens,” he answered.

“Did you notice anything strange the last time you were there? Anything out of the ordinary?”

Arnau took a few seconds, as if choosing his words carefully. A brazen smile spread across his face before he spoke.

“Strange… depends on what you consider strange, inspector. Mrs. Isabel is… special. Honestly, she’s a bit of a slut, if you ask me. Don’t get me wrong, she’s gorgeous and very polite, but she likes to provoke people. A lot.”

The inspector’s expression didn’t change. He just looked at him steadily, inviting him to continue.

“That last time in particular,” Arnau continued, “she was sunbathing by the pool. Wearing this tiny red bikini. I was pruning the cypress hedge, maybe thirty feet away. Suddenly she just takes off her top, just like that. Tits out. And it wasn’t quick, you know? She rubbed sunscreen on real slow, touching her breasts, and the slut knew damn well I was watching. She didn’t cover up for a second. If anything, she turned so I could get a better look. And she did it right in front of her husband.”

He paused and let out a short, disbelieving laugh.

“I swear the lady gets off on it. She likes being watched. The whole town knows she loves sunbathing naked in her garden. It’s not the first time I’ve seen her like that. Sometimes she takes off the bottom too, when she thinks no one’s around. Or when she knows I’m working nearby.”

The inspector jotted something in his notebook, his face giving nothing away.

“Did you ever argue with her?” he asked.

Arnau shook his head.

“Me? No, we didn’t argue. She never argues. She’s real friendly. Smiles, flirts… But the husband seemed pissed. He was on the terrace watching his wife’s little show. You could tell he wasn’t too fucking happy about his wife getting everyone hot and bothered. He looked at me like he wanted to beat the shit out of me and throw me out. But she seemed to be enjoying herself. I think being watched turns her on. Weird couple, honestly.”

The inspector looked up from his notebook.

“Did Mr. de la Vega say anything to you?”

“Not directly. He just gave me this hard look, and since I don’t want trouble, I backed off. Then she went inside and I didn’t see her again. He stayed out there a while, staring at the pool.”

Arnau continued, his tone more relaxed:

“Look, inspector, I don’t want to stick my nose where it doesn’t belong, but people talk around here. Everyone knows Mrs. Isabel is pretty… liberal. When her husband’s away, she stays alone and likes to enjoy herself. People have seen her down at the cove sunbathing with nothing on. I don’t know if it’s true she sleeps with the first guy who comes along, but that’s the impression she gives: a beautiful woman who likes attention and doesn’t much care who sees her.”

“And how do they get along?” the inspector asked.

“Like I said, it pisses him off that she puts herself on display like that. They definitely argue.”

“How do you know?”

“I don't know, but you can just tell. If she were my wife, I'd set her straight…”

The inspector remained silent for a few seconds, studying the young man's expression.

“Did you notice if Isabel seemed worried, nervous, or different that day?”

Arnau shook his head.

“Not at all. Same as always: relaxed, smiling, provocative. To be honest, it seemed like she was having a hell of a time knowing I was watching her and that her husband was getting worked up. That's the impression I got.”

“And after that? Did you see her talk to anyone else? Did she get any calls? Did she go anywhere?”

“No. I finished up shortly after and left. She was inside the house when I took off. I didn't see anything else.”

The inspector closed his notebook.

“One last question, Arnau. Did anything ever happen between you and Isabel beyond the professional?”

Arnau let out a dry laugh and raised his hands.

“No, inspector. Just looks. She plays games, but it never goes beyond that… at least not with me. Although, to be honest, I've gotten the feeling more than once that she'd like to see how far I'm willing to go. But I'm not stupid. I know where I work and who signs my checks.”

The inspector nodded slowly.

“All right. That's all for now. We may need to speak with you again. Don't leave town without letting us know.”

As he drove, he reflected that Arnau's words added a troubling dimension: the public image of Isabel as a provocative and sexually liberated woman cast the investigation in a different light. Another possible avenue was opening up, and he didn't like it one bit.

He had arranged to meet with Miquel Serra, whom he'd met at Julio and Isabel's house. He was a man in his seventies, serious, a man of few words, and highly respected in town.

It was almost seven in the evening when he spotted him mooring the boat at the far end of the harbor. There was still plenty of light, that clear, warm light so characteristic of the Mediterranean. The water was blue, contrasting with the white of the boats, the reddish cliffs, and the green of the pines. The town, with its red tile roofs and walls of white, brown, and yellow stucco, seemed to be settling in for another summer night, sheltered beneath the walls of a medieval castle that loomed imposingly atop a nearby mountain. The scene was wrapped in the quiet of the hours before dinner, broken only by the plaintive cries of the last seagulls.

“You probably think Begur is a cheerful place,” he said by way of greeting, spraying the hull with a freshwater hose as the inspector approached.

“Something like that. That's how it looks.”

“Well, yes, it is. More so in summer, of course. In winter, when only the locals remain, you look at the sea and remember the lives it's taken. Look at those hills—people live up there who've been left alone, people mourning dead relatives and others who've moved away. In winter there are no tourists, no bustle. There's more time to think about that sort of thing. Winter is more depressing.”

“Despite everything, it seems like a good place to live.”

“Yes, despite everything, it's excellent. And now, if you don't mind, we can talk while I put away the rods and reels.”

The inspector nodded and hopped onto the boat. He immediately noticed a basket full of freshly caught fish and was surprised that many were still alive.

“Do you sell them?”

“Nooo. That's forbidden.” He paused. “I'm a sport fisherman,” he added with a hint of irony.

The inspector smiled, since it was obvious all that fish wasn't for personal consumption. “As you know, we're investigating the disappearance of Julio de la Vega's wife. I just want you to tell me what you know about them, no pressure. Everything you tell us helps us get a clearer picture. We're not making much headway with the investigation.”

Miquel nodded gravely and sat down facing the inspector on the gunwale. His large, calloused hands rested on his knees.

“I've known Julio for many years,” he began in a measured voice. “We go fishing from time to time. He's a good man, polite and calm. Just yesterday we were out on my boat together with my friend Manel. We had a good day.”

The inspector smiled slightly, trying to create a relaxed atmosphere.

“And what can you tell me about the couple? How do you see them?”

Miquel took a few seconds to respond. He chose his words with care.

“First off, at my age, knowing everyone in town, I tend to hear all the complaints—though there's nothing I can do to fix what's causing them. I'm a well of local history, most of it inaccurate. When I'm not fishing or sleeping, I head to a couple of bars to have a few beers and listen. If you want to meet someone in particular, I'll do whatever I can to help.”

“So you know everyone… right?”

“Exactly. I know everyone here. And they're a devoted couple, inspector. You can tell. They've been together for years, and they're comfortable with each other. Julio speaks of her with pride. Isabel is a beautiful, outgoing woman.”

“Did Julio seem worried or upset during the fishing trip?”

“No, not at all. He seemed fine,” Miquel replied. “Maybe a bit quieter than usual toward the end, but nothing that caught my attention. We talked about fishing, overfishing, pollution… the usual stuff. Only at the end, when I mentioned the rumors going around town about his wife, did he get more serious. But his reaction was normal.”

The inspector raised an eyebrow.

“What rumors exactly?”

Miquel sighed, visibly uncomfortable at having to broach such a delicate subject.

“Rumors that Isabel is very… liberal. That she likes to sunbathe naked, even when there are people at the house. Bar talk. I warned him because I thought it was only fair he knew, but I made it clear that most of it is just gossip.”

The inspector jotted something in his notebook before continuing.

“Do you think it's possible Isabel arranged to meet someone without her husband knowing?”

Miquel shook his head firmly, but not aggressively.

“I don't know, inspector. I'm not one to meddle in anyone's private life. But from the little I've seen and from what Julio says, it doesn't fit. Isabel is flirtatious, yes, and she likes to push boundaries, as I've said. But going from that to disappearing without a word… or running off with someone else? I don't see it. They seem very close.”

“Maybe that side of her bothers him… Do you think that's possible?”

“She's the type who enjoys pushing boundaries. She likes attention, likes feeling desired. I'm not saying it as criticism—it's just who she is. It makes Julio a bit uncomfortable, but I think it's also part of their relationship. He wasn't too pleased when I mentioned the gossip, but he handled it gracefully.”

The inspector nodded without interrupting, letting Miquel speak at his own pace.

“Have you witnessed anything specific that caught your attention?”

Miquel shook his head slowly.

“No. I've never gotten the impression there are serious problems between them. Normal arguments like any married couple, nothing more.”

The inspector closed his notebook gently.

“I understand. I appreciate your honesty and discretion, Miquel. If you remember any detail that might be useful, no matter how small, please call us.”

Miquel stood up and shook the inspector's hand firmly.

“I will. I hope she turns up soon. Julio's a good guy and doesn't deserve to go through this. By the way, why don't you take a sea bream home for dinner? You can't find these at the supermarket. Take one and you'll see what I mean. I'll clean it for you. Wait.”

Antequera didn't refuse, and watched as, in less than two minutes, a sea bream weighing over a pound was cleaned and scaled. Miquel wrapped it in newspaper and handed it to him.

“Trust me. Have it for dinner tonight or tomorrow. Don't freeze it. You'll see what a difference!”

The inspector left, thanking him for the fish and his cooperation, though the two conversations he'd had weighed on his mind. Both accounts agreed on the essentials: Isabel was an attractive, provocative woman; her husband seemed to tolerate—perhaps even enjoy—that game; and there didn't seem to be a serious crisis in their relationship.

Yet the disappearance remained a complete mystery, and this detail about the missing woman's personality added new dimensions to the possibilities he was weighing.


	Julio. Mossos d'Esquadra Police Station. August 2022.


Two soft knocks on the door made me turn, though I didn’t get up from my chair in the station’s waiting room. The door opened and Inspector Antequera walked in carrying two coffees.

“Good morning, Mr. de la Vega.”

“Good morning, Inspector,” I replied. “Any news? Do you know anything?”

“Come with me to my office.”

I stood up and followed him through offices filled with cheap, functional furniture.

The inspector sat in the swivel chair and waited. I sat across from him. Through the glass partition on the right, I could see the station’s chaos—officers with piles of disorganized papers, phones ringing everywhere. Antequera signaled through the glass, and a uniformed officer came in with a brown envelope and sat beside me.

“I brought two coffees, Clara, but one is for Mr. de la Vega. Take mine. I haven’t touched it, and I’ll get another later.”

“Thank you, sir,” she replied, genuinely grateful. “But I just had one. I don’t need more caffeine for a while.”

“Can you tell me how the investigation is going, Inspector?” I asked. “I’m desperate. I haven’t heard anything at all. Please, put yourself in my place. Hours keep passing, and no one tells me anything.”

“Look, Julio. I need to ask you a few more questions. We’ve interviewed all the neighbors, the witnesses you mentioned, and some others. They all agree that your wife has certain ‘unconventional’ behaviors.”

For a few seconds he stayed silent, watching me.

“You see, we’ve been taking statements from several people in her circle: the gardener, Miquel, Manel… They all describe your wife as a… peculiar woman. Very extroverted, with a rather open way of relating to others. Flirtatious, even provocative according to some. I’m not criticizing who she is, but I’m sharing what everyone we questioned has told us.”

I clenched my jaw and felt heat rising up my neck. I knew this would come up eventually, and that it would give the police a preconceived idea about Isa’s personality.

“I don’t see what that has to do with her disappearance, Inspector,” I said, trying to control my anger. It was terrible how easily people got pigeonholed.

Antequera paused for a moment, as if weighing how to continue.

“Actually, it has a lot to do with it, Mr. de la Vega. It changes the focus of the investigation. Until now, we were working on the assumption of an involuntary disappearance—maybe an accident or a kidnapping. But this new information opens up an important angle: sexual or even romantic motivation. Someone with that kind of personality can attract intense feelings, jealousy, obsessions… or she may have simply decided, on her own, to get away for a while.”

I shot to my feet.

“Are you telling me you think my wife ran off with someone else? If that’s what you think, you don’t have a fucking clue what’s going on here. This is just great…!”

“I’m not saying that,” the inspector replied calmly. “I’m just exploring all possibilities. Even if it bothers you, that’s my job. That’s why I need to ask you directly: are you completely sure your wife was faithful to you?”

The silence that followed was heavy. I walked to the window and looked out at the street. In these tense moments, my life felt like a hell of doubts and insecurities.

“Inspector…” I began, my voice thick with barely contained rage. “Fine. Now that you’ve made it clear my wife is a slut, I’d like you to tell me if you’ve made any actual progress in the investigation. Because if all you’ve done is collect village gossip and decide that Isabel spread her legs and left with the first guy who came along, we’re wasting valuable time.”

Antequera’s tone stayed calm, almost conciliatory.

“I don’t think your wife is a slut, Mr. de la Vega. That’s not what I said. I said she has a striking personality, and that creates dynamics that can complicate things. Jealousy, unrequited desires, advances she may have accepted… or not. Motivations change. And yes, we need to consider them. All of them.”

I let out a bitter laugh.

“Motivations… Right. And what have you actually found? Because so far, all I’ve heard are theories about how my wife liked to sunbathe.”

“Is it possible there’s someone else?” he pressed.

“Where?” I responded, not entirely sure what he meant. “There’s always the possibility of someone else. But I have complete confidence in my wife. Despite the image people are forming of her, she’s a faithful woman and has never given me any reason to think otherwise. Besides, here in Begur, we don’t know anyone.”

“We’ve searched the garden and the area around the house,” the inspector explained. “No signs of violence. All we found was a small piece of orange fabric from the shirt, snagged on a bush behind the pine trees at the property line. It hasn’t rained in weeks and the ground is dry—hard to get clear footprints. As of today, that’s all we have.”

I closed my eyes for a second. A wave of panic washed over me. They didn’t have the slightest idea what had happened at our house.

“And that’s all?”

“We’ve also spoken with the staff at the restaurant and the nightclub. They confirmed you were there the night before. Everyone said you seemed like a normal couple, even affectionate. You danced, drank, left together around three. No one saw anything unusual. Arnau, the gardener, repeated what we already told you: that your wife was quite uninhibited that morning by the pool.”

I ran my hand over my face, trying to shake that image—the one distorting the Mossos’ perception of my wife’s disappearance.

“Inspector, my wife is… provocative. She likes being desired, likes turning heads. Yes. We’ve been together twelve years and we’ve built something solid precisely because we understand how we work. She likes pushing me to the edge—I know it and I accept it. I even think I enjoy it. But going from that to vanishing without her phone, without clothes, without a word… it doesn’t add up. Isabel isn’t stupid. If she wanted to leave me, she’d do it to my face, fighting for what’s hers. We both have considerable assets. Maybe you should investigate that angle and stop picking apart our relationship like tabloid journalists.”

Antequera sighed softly from across the desk.

“I understand your frustration. But I have to be honest: in adult disappearances, when there are no clear signs of violence and the person has a profile like your wife’s, the theory that she left voluntarily gains traction. Especially if someone else is involved. Have you noticed your wife talking to anyone more than usual lately? A client from the beauty salon? A man calling too often? Visitors? Try to remember. Any detail could be key.”

“No,” I said curtly. “Isabel flirts, but she’s never crossed that line. At least not that I know of. But like I said, I have no reason to suspect she’s been unfaithful.”

“And you?” the inspector asked carefully. “Have you been unfaithful? Sometimes couples have arrangements…”

I let out a dry, disbelieving laugh.

“Now you’re asking if I sleep around? No, inspector. I work—a lot—come home, and enjoy my wife. That’s our dynamic. And yes, sometimes she enjoys knowing that other men desire her or look at her. But we always come home together.”

An uncomfortable silence fell.

“All right,” Antequera finally said. “We’re going to expand the search. We’ll issue an internal alert and contact hospitals and clinics in the area. We’ll also review traffic cameras near your house and the port. If you remember any name, any detail, no matter how small, call me immediately.”

I stared at Isabel’s phone on the desk.

When I left, my heart was pounding. The conversation had left a bitter taste in my mouth. On one hand, rage at the inspector for reducing Isabel to little more than “the town slut.” On the other, that stab of real fear. I no longer had any doubt that something terrible had happened to her.

When I got home, I walked over to the pool. The midday sun glinted off the perfectly still water. I remembered Isabel smoothing on sunscreen, glancing toward Arnau to provoke him. Those games seemed completely out of place now, and I started to think maybe the police were right—that her disappearance could be connected to that behavior. What if Arnau had misread those gestures? He was a twenty-year-old kid who might have thought she was inviting something more. For a while, I cursed her for it. Our games—yes, they could have been misread by Arnau. Maybe he thought she wanted more, maybe he’d taken advantage of my absence to stop by and take what he thought was being offered so blatantly… “Where the hell are you, Isabel?”

I sat down on one of the lounge chairs and covered my face with my hands. Twelve years of marriage, of thrilling games… and now all of it was turning against her. The inspector already had a clear profile: a beautiful woman, potentially unfaithful, with a jealous husband who tolerated her provocations—or maybe something worse, a husband who’d grown tired of all that provocation and done something terrible.

A sudden dread seized me, tightening my chest as I dialed Inspector Antequera's number with trembling fingers. I paced back and forth across the living room, my gaze fixed on Isabel's forgotten phone on the table. My heart pounded. For the first time since her disappearance, I felt real fear.

He answered on the third ring.

“Yes, Mr. de la Vega,” he answered, his voice calm.

I swallowed hard before speaking.

“I've been thinking about everything you said earlier… and maybe you're right. Maybe I've been blind. Isabel… she enjoys provoking people, pushing boundaries. We've done it for years. I thought it was just a game between us, something that turned us on. But Arnau… or some of his friends from town… they could have misread certain signals. Maybe he took her provocations too seriously. Maybe he thought she wanted something more and… I don't know.”

My voice broke slightly at the end. The dread had become concrete: images of Arnau staring at Isabel, of him maybe bragging about it to his friends. It wasn't so far-fetched, really.

On the other end of the line, the inspector paused briefly, as if noting my change in attitude.

“That's precisely what I was trying to tell you earlier, Mr. de la Vega,” he replied, his tone calm but firm. “I didn't mean to offend you or judge your wife. I just wanted you to understand that her nature, that provocative personality, opens a crucial line of investigation. One of the main ones, in fact. We have very little else to go on.”

I sank onto the sofa, rubbing my face with my free hand. The idea was crystallizing in my mind.

“Do you think someone could have… misread my wife's intentions? Is it possible they wanted to take by force what they thought she was offering freely?”

“It's a possibility we can't rule out,” Antequera admitted. “The gardener gave us a very graphic account of what happened by the pool that morning. According to him, your wife was extremely explicit. Add to that the fact that you weren't home, that she stayed alone afterward, and that rumors about her behavior were already circulating in town… we have a scenario where someone could have interpreted her games as a genuine invitation.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. The image of Isabel rubbing in the sunscreen now made me nauseous.

“My God…” I murmured.

“Don't get ahead of yourself,” the inspector cut in gently. “We still don't have proof that anything violent has happened. But yes, this has become our priority right now. We're going to dig deeper into Arnau's circle: friends, acquaintances, people he associates with. We'll also review his movements that day after he left your house.”

I stayed silent for a few seconds, breathing hard.

“Inspector… I just want you to find her. Whatever has happened. Even if you discover things I don't like. Just… bring her back to me.”

“We're working on it,” Antequera replied. “I'll keep you informed of any progress. And if you remember any other detail, anyone Isabel might have had recent contact with, call me immediately.”

When I hung up, I stared into the empty living room. The dread had settled in my stomach like a cold stone. For the first time, the possibility that Isabel's games had ended badly seemed terribly real.

And the worst part was that I myself had been complicit in that game.


	Yoli. Madrid, June 2010. Mule.


Yoli left through the back door of Summum without looking back. Her smudged mascara clung to her lashes, but she’d fix that in the car. Stefan had given her clear instructions:

“I want you to deliver the package in person. And once you’ve delivered it, you do whatever Echeverri wants. Everything. If he likes my gift, that makes me look good, and I love that. If he doesn’t like it… well, you know, I’d be very disappointed.”

She had only nodded. There was no room to negotiate. With Stefan there never was.

Disappointment was a word with many shades in the Romanian’s vocabulary. And the last thing she wanted was to disappoint him. Even though she hated being a mule.

She hated it with every fiber of her being, even more than having to spread her legs for men who reeked of sweat. At least her work as a prostitute had known limits: the occasional raid, a fine, a couple of uncomfortable hours at the station for public disturbance and, with luck, slipping out the back door with nothing worse than getting groped by some horny cop. But drug trafficking was another world. Fifteen years. That’s what she could get if they caught her. Fifteen fucking years in Soto del Real or Alcalá, sharing a cell with people who would look at her like fresh meat. At her age, that could mean getting out in her late thirties. A destroyed life.

And yet, there she was risking it all to satisfy Stefan.

Sitting in the back seat of the taxi, she touched up her makeup. She’d had to give a couple of blowjobs. The old man’s, the usual. She knew how to make him come in less than a minute, but Stefan’s… that one was always more invasive, more savage. The Romanian enjoyed pushing her to the edge of vomiting, pinching her nose shut, shoving himself down her throat. She had to draw on all her experience not to throw up on him and ruin his impeccable suit. That would anger him greatly, and nobody wanted to anger Stefan.

Inside the purse resting beside her: half a kilo of pure cocaine. Enough for them to consider her not just a user, but part of the distribution chain. If the Civil Guard or the Police stopped the taxi, it would all be over.

But refusing was worse.

Stefan didn’t take no for an answer. The last girl who refused to carry a package turned up two weeks later with a broken jaw and three fingers missing. “An accident,” Don Pedro had said without further explanation. Yoli had seen how the system worked: first a warning, then a beating, and if you still didn’t fall in line… you disappeared. Or you turned up floating in some reservoir outside Madrid.

The taxi driver didn’t even look at her. Yoli clutched the purse against her chest tighter than usual. Inside she carried half a kilo of pure cocaine and an envelope with ten thousand euros. And then there was her—Stefan’s “gift” for Echeverri. She was the other part of the present. She gave him the address of the gated community.

The driver pulled away without asking questions. Yoli rested her head against the window and closed her eyes. There she was, dressed like a high-end hooker, carrying drugs and her own body as merchandise to a Colombian narco. Life sometimes had a very dark sense of humor.

The ride took almost forty minutes. When the taxi stopped in front of the mansion, Yoli had already redone her makeup as best she could with the compact mirror from her purse. She paid cash and got out.

The house was a monster of luxury. A white three-story villa with enormous lit windows, perfectly manicured gardens, and a heated pool that gleamed like a sapphire in the night. But what impressed her most was the commotion.

The party was completely out of control.

The Latin music was already blasting from the street. No neighbor would complain. She had no doubt about that. Nobody wanted problems with those types, not even the police, who acted so high and mighty when they hassled her.

The front yard was packed with high-end cars: Lamborghinis, Ferraris, and Porsches—black ones with foreign plates and several models she couldn’t identify. At the door, two massive guys with earpieces and bulges under their jackets patted her down without any gentleness. One of them opened her purse, saw the package wrapped in gift paper, and smirked.

“Inside, mamacita. The boss is waiting for you.”

Yoli went in.

The interior was pure chaos and excess. The ground floor had been converted into a private club. In the main living room, a dozen girls danced on glass tables, some completely naked, others in tiny thongs and stiletto heels. Two of them were making out while a man poured expensive champagne over them. The golden liquid ran down their bodies and pooled on the marble floor.

On the white leather sofas, several men—most of them apparently Colombian—snorted long lines of cocaine directly off the table. The improvised tubes were made from rolled-up five-hundred-euro bills. Bottles of every imaginable liquor stood open everywhere. The air was thick with the smell of marijuana, sex, and sweat.

In the pool area, the scene was even wilder. Half a dozen girls were swimming naked, laughing and screaming. Two of them were going down on a man sitting on the edge while another filmed them with his phone.

A stunning blonde was being fucked on all fours in front of everyone. The girl was moaning loudly, exaggerated sounds—probably faking a pleasure she didn't feel.

Yoli walked through the crowd, trying to keep her composure. A man grabbed her by the waist as she passed.

“You Stefan's little gift?” he asked with a thick Colombian accent, flashing whitened teeth.

She nodded.

“Echeverri's upstairs, on the terrace. First things first. Go see the boss, but after that have a drink, mamita. Relax.”

He pressed a glass of champagne and a pink pill into her hand. Yoli swallowed the pill without hesitation. She knew it was better not to resist. The sooner she got high, the sooner it would all be over.

She climbed the stairs. On the second floor, the party was more exclusive and darker. In a room with the door open, three men and two girls were fucking wildly. Scattered across the king-size bed were bills, open bags of cocaine, and a huge dildo. The girls looked very young. Too young.

After walking down a hallway, the atmosphere changed. Calmer, more controlled, but also more dangerous. This was where Echeverri held court.

Don Álvaro Echeverri was around forty-five, short but stocky, with a prominent belly he made no effort to hide. He wore a white linen shirt open to his navel, several thick gold chains, and a diamond Rolex. His head was shaved, his beard neatly trimmed. His eyes were small, black, and cold.

When he saw Yoli, he smiled.

“Ah, finally. Stefan's Spanish girl. Come here, beautiful.”

Yoli approached slowly, her heart racing.

“Look at her,” he said loudly, not bothering to get up from the wicker armchair where he sat like a king. “Stefan sure knows how to pick them. Come here, mamita. Come closer so we can get a good look at you.”

Yoli approached. Echeverri looked her up and down without any pretense of subtlety, like someone examining a mare at a fair. He gestured with his finger for her to turn around completely. She obeyed.

“Good merchandise,” he commented, clicking his tongue. “Long legs, nice ass, natural tits. Back home, they all get fake tits. I prefer them real. Turn around again… slowly.”


Yoli turned slowly. She felt the stares of the four men with Echeverri boring into her body.

“Very good,” he said, patting his thigh. “Come, sit here. Let's get acquainted.”

He grabbed her wrist and pulled her down hard onto his lap. His thick hand immediately slid up the inside of Yoli's thigh, uninvited.

“What's your name, precious?”

“Yoli.”

“Yoli…” he repeated, savoring the name. “Pretty. Do you know why you're here, Yoli?”

“To deliver a package… and for whatever you want.”

Echeverri let out a hoarse laugh.

“Correct. You're the whole package. Flesh and merchandise. I like that. Stefan knows how to please me.” He squeezed her thigh hard. “Tell me something, mamita… have they told you I'm demanding?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Because I don't like weak ones. Here we fuck hard, we suck good, and we obey. If you behave, tomorrow you leave with a nice little gift. If not…” he smiled, but his eyes stayed cold, “I send you back to Stefan in worse shape than when you got here. Understood?”

Yoli swallowed hard and nodded.

“Understood.”

Echeverri shoved his hand under her dress and squeezed her ass hard.

“That's my girl. Now let's test the merchandise. And you better be fresh and tight.”

His men laughed at the joke. Yoli forced herself to smile, though inside she was paralyzed with terror.

While Echeverri groped her in front of those hitmen, Yoli retreated into her mind. She even thought about Yago, about his fucked-up shoulder, about the stupid idea of taking him to her place to treat him. What irony. She could barely save herself, yet here she was wanting to heal someone else.

Echeverri whispered something in her ear that she didn't understand, but she laughed as if she'd found the joke funny. In reality, she was thinking only one thing, over and over:

“Survive this night. Just survive this night. Tomorrow you'll figure out how to keep breathing.”

But deep down she knew that every time she agreed to be a mule and carried a package, she was digging her grave a little deeper. And that someday, the dirt would cover her completely—or she'd end up in prison.

Around her, the party raged on out of control. A man was snorting coke off the ass of a brunette on all fours. Champagne flowed, cocaine flew, money was thrown around like confetti. In a corner, some guy was pulling wads of fifty-euro bills from a briefcase and handing them out to the girls like candy. They seemed willing to do anything to get them.

Fortunately, Yoli felt the pill starting to take effect. The world became slower, brighter, more distant. She let herself go. She closed her eyes and retreated to that place inside her head where nothing really hurt.

It was just another night. Just another client.

The terrace, the pool, the screams, the music, and the smell of sex and drugs blended into a fog. Yoli smiled. She smiled the way she'd learned to smile.

Because that was her job. And because Stefan didn't tolerate his gifts going unappreciated.

“I've been thinking about something for my friends... I want to watch you give yourself to them. Their work is very stressful, mami, and I'd like to see how they relax with you. Come closer.”

Yoli, her skin glistening from the sweat brought on by her nerves and the pill she'd swallowed, looked up with curiosity.

“Spread your legs.”

She obeyed, and he shoved two fingers into her sex. It was an obscene gesture, rough, almost painful.

Echeverri leaned back in the wicker chair with the arrogance of a man who owned everything around him. He called over a mixed-race girl who quickly approached. She wore only a skimpy bikini that could barely contain her large breasts. She sat obligingly on his free leg, and after he kissed her, he slipped one hand under the tiny triangle, squeezing her breast with possessive force, while crudely groping Yoli with the other.

“Listen to me carefully, mamita,” he said in a hoarse, calm voice. “Tonight you're not going to be with me. You're going to please my men. All of them. They're good boys, loyal. They deserve it.”

Yoli felt her blood run cold, but she didn't move a muscle. Echeverri smiled when he noticed her tension.

“Obviously they're going to do it without a condom,” he continued, as if he were talking about the weather. “Like real men. I don't like fucking whores without them getting all the tests done first. I'm careful with my health. But them... they're less squeamish. They like to feel everything. Flesh on flesh. And you're going to like it, right?”

He looked directly into her eyes, waiting for an answer. Yoli swallowed and nodded.

“Yes, sir.”

Echeverri let out a low, contemptuous laugh.

“Look at you. So young and already so used up. How many men have you fucked in that shitty life you lead? A hundred? Two hundred? More?” He shook his head, clearly disgusted. “Whores like you are disgusting and pitiful at the same time. I'd never fuck you without you getting tested first to make sure you're clean. You spread your legs for money, swallow strangers' cum, let yourselves be humiliated... and then you pretend you have dignity. You have nothing. You're holes for men's pleasure.”

“This is all you're good for,” he murmured, while kissing the other girl. “A couple of hot holes. My men are going to use you. They're going to come inside, and you're going to smile and thank them. Because that's what you are. One of Stefan's whores. And Stefan's whores are cheap whores.”

He withdrew his hand and wiped his fingers on Yoli's dress with complete contempt.

“When they're done with you, if you've been good, maybe I'll give you some money and let you sleep a bit before going back. If not... I'll send you back to Stefan with a swollen pussy and bad references. Do you understand how this works, Yoli?”

“Yes,” Yoli answered, her voice barely a whisper.

Echeverri gave her a hard slap on the ass and shoved her toward his men.

“Good. The gift is ready, boys. Have at it whenever you're ready.”

That was all she was worth to them.

“She's got something special, doesn't she?” he said, trying to sound casual as he leaned back in his wicker chair.

“Of course she does, Boss,” replied one of the hitmen, a black man with a pockmarked face and muscular forearms. “She's young, hot… and I'm sure she's gonna love what we're about to do to her…”

He didn't mince words. That was all his men needed to approach her slowly, like wolves circling their prey.

She couldn't help feeling terrified. Echeverri wanted to share her with his men. It wouldn't be the first time she'd been in an orgy with several guys, but this time, it seemed like they'd be more demanding, and that scared her. She wasn't sure they'd treat her well, so she braced herself for whatever humiliations they'd probably put her through.

Four young men with athletic bodies and confident smiles. They began undressing slowly while she smiled at them lasciviously, egging them on. She noticed the elaborate tattoos covering their skin.

Each of their muscular bodies contrasted sharply with Echeverri's figure—rotund and lackluster, the physique of a man who'd neglected himself for years. That difference, rather than intimidating him, seemed to be part of the appeal of watching his hitmen have their way with Yoli. What terrified her was how far they'd be willing to go.

Yoli felt a knot in her stomach as they closed in. She walked slowly, aware of how the black dress accentuated her curves and the sound of her heels on the floor. She could feel Echeverri's gaze following her, intense, almost burning her skin. When she turned for an instant, he smiled at her and she looked away, trying to contain her fear.

The black man wasted no time taking the initiative. He moved with the confidence of someone who knew his physique didn't disappoint.

He noticed how Yoli's eyes trembled slightly when they met his. He saw fear in them, which only made her more tempting. A malicious smile spread across his face as he reached out, pulled her roughly toward him, and kissed her hard. She said nothing, just closed her eyes.

The kiss was voracious, almost painful. The black man's large, dark hands immediately moved to her breasts, squeezing them hard, without delicacy or hesitation. Yoli let out a moan, surprised by the intensity of the contact, so different from the small, trembling hands of many of the clients she usually slept with.

Suddenly, she felt fingers digging into her ass, kneading painfully, while another hand descended brazenly toward her thighs. There, long, rough fingers slid beneath the fabric of her stocking to run over the bare skin, warm and soft. Their caresses didn't ask permission; they demanded and took.

Yoli could barely think, feeling invaded by several hands at once. The caresses—if you could call them that—were firm, rough, almost invasive. These were men who knew exactly what they wanted and didn't hesitate to take it under the watchful gaze of their “boss.” From his chair, with the beautiful mulata already completely naked beside him, Echeverri watched the scene. The girl seemed to be enjoying herself too.

Yoli let out a choked scream when an eager mouth bit into her neck. She felt teeth digging into her skin and thought it would leave a mark. The black man moved his hands with determination over the fabric still covering her body. With a rough movement, he tore the straps of the dress, letting the garment fall. His eyes traveled over every inch of skin, and a devilish smile spread across his face when he saw Yoli's erect nipples.

“Don't leave permanent marks on her,” Echeverri said. “We don't want to return defective merchandise to Stefan.”

With a mixture of eagerness and frustration, the man's fingers closed around her breasts, pinching them brazenly while his tongue and teeth worked over them, biting painfully. These guys weren't in a hurry, but they weren't holding back either. They wanted to savor every curve, every reaction, knowing the boss was watching with delight.

Firm hands shoved her roughly onto the bed. Yoli panted as they forced her legs apart. Her body trembled, not with desire, but with fear. It was overwhelming, feeling like this, delivered to these predators who were taking her like… like a cheap whore.

The man with the gang tattoos didn't waste time. His large hands gripped her hips while his lips traveled down her abdomen, slowly descending toward her pussy. Yoli arched, closing her eyes and letting herself go. She felt no pleasure, only terror, yet she had to pretend she was enjoying it.

When she looked up for an instant, she noticed Echeverri's silhouette, his eyes fixed on the scene. His eyes shone with malice as he whispered something to the mulata, who burst out laughing.

The first slap on her ass, from one of the men behind her, sent her sprawling forward onto all fours, with the black man right in front of her. He wasn't about to pass up the opportunity. With precise, decisive movements, he pulled down his pants and underwear, and an enormous cock sprang up erect, hitting her in the eye.

Yoli felt a wave of panic. She knew what this guy was going to try. In all her years as a sex worker, she'd never faced a cock that size. When he approached, he gave her a light slap—a statement of intent. She opened her mouth, and her lips and tongue encountered a hardness and length that made her scream. Echeverri saw it too.

“Ever seen anything like this, slut? You're gonna swallow every inch. And watch those teeth.”

The man behind her moved his hands to her ass and delivered a second slap, this one genuinely painful, pushing her forward and forcing her to swallow that mast to the hilt. Yoli felt that piece of meat fill her throat until she couldn't breathe. The black man grabbed her by the hair and, with a thrust of his hips, shoved it all the way in.

She gagged so hard he yanked his cock out. Air finally reached Yoli's lungs, but the gagging brought up vomit she couldn't hold back. She heard protests and sounds of disgust.

“For fuck's sake, Edwin! You always do the same damn thing. Now what? That's fucking disgusting!”

“Come on, come on… don't be squeamish,” Echeverri interjected. “Give her something to drink to rinse her mouth out.”

The mulatto girl rose sensuously and grabbed a bottle of champagne. While one of the men yanked Yoli's hair, the girl poured champagne over her. The yank forced her mouth open. Yoli swallowed what she could, and the rest spilled from her lips. She choked and coughed.


Before she could recover, powerful hands grabbed her hips from behind, pulling her backward. Yoli felt like she was being split in half, an involuntary scream ripping from her throat. He'd thrust into her from behind, and when he began moving with slow, deliberate strokes, it made her arch in pain.

A deep moan escaped her lips as her body took him in, feeling completely impaled like never before. The sensation was overwhelming, too painful, and her hands instinctively reached out for support to keep from falling flat on her face. Her breathing was erratic, and the pain building in her ass felt like it would make her pass out.

Edwin, sensing how weak Yoli was, only slid the tip of his cock into her mouth. Even just the tip forced Yoli to stretch her jaw as wide as it would go to accommodate all that meat.

After a few minutes, the man fucking her from behind grabbed her thighs and lifted her easily, positioning her hips at the edge of the bed. Yoli felt like her ass had been torn apart.

“You like that, Boss?”

“Just like that, beautiful, let me see every inch of you,” he murmured in a deep voice, his dark eyes gleaming with desire and dominance. “Mother of God! You won't be able to sit for a week. Look what he did to your ass!”

Yoli, completely given over, let Edwin take the lead. As if taking pity on her, he entered her slowly. With each thrust, she felt him filling her in a way she'd never experienced, her skin burning at his touch, and every time he leaned over her, her breasts brushed against his torso.

Echeverri and the mulatto girl moved closer to watch, their eyes fixed on Yoli's body, which now seemed to writhe with pleasure under Edwin's thrusts. There was something hypnotic about the scene, something that held them motionless. Yoli, meanwhile, was starting to feel pleasure from that cock finally fucking her gently. The pleasure grew more intense, making her moan, taking her to a point of arousal she couldn't deny.

Edwin noticed his boss watching, and it spurred him to move harder, to take Yoli's body with an intensity that seemed meant to show everyone how he claimed her. The tattooed man's hands roamed every curve of her body, and she responded to every touch, every movement, with mounting passion.

She seemed lost in the moment, completely disconnected from any pain they'd caused her. Her moans filled the room, and her nails dug into the back of the man who now possessed her. The tattooed man made his move. He sat on the bed and, with one fluid motion, lifted Yoli and slid into her ass. Edwin positioned himself in front of her, pressing his enormous head against her pussy. With one smooth thrust, aided by the extreme length of his cock, he drove deep inside her. Yoli felt a dull ache in her ass, but also increasingly intense waves of pleasure as she felt herself filled from both ends.

The mulatto girl timidly began sliding a hand over Echeverri's crotch. Her skillful fingers unbuttoned his pants, and she started stroking him.

The contrast was hypnotic: Edwin's wiry body and dark skin, the other man's tattooed body, and Yoli's white skin gleaming under the warm lights of the room. With her perfect body glistening with sweat, she writhed impaled on those two cocks, completely submissive, every movement perfectly synchronized.

Each of Yoli's moans ignited something primal inside the narco. The mulata's hand quickened its pace, stroking with more purpose as they watched the whore being taken, her body molding perfectly to their thrusts. Echeverri threw his head back, and the girl took his cock in her mouth. He closed his eyes for an instant, his breathing turning ragged, filling the silence between the moans and the creaking of the couple fucking on the bed.

The two men decided to switch roles. Edwin lay back, taking Yoli by the hips and lifting her easily. He positioned her skillfully on top of him as he settled in. When he thrust into her ass, she let out a howl of pain that soon changed to a long, deep moan. The tattooed man was replaced by one who hadn't participated until then. He was also well-endowed and had no trouble with the double penetration. Now she was the one setting the rhythm, the bodies of the two Colombians fitting perfectly against hers, moving in a slow back-and-forth that made her aware of every inch filling both her holes.

She closed her eyes for a moment, letting out a moan, her heavy breathing steadying as she got used to the new position. Her hands found support on Edwin's legs, and each movement was deliberate, as if she wanted to savor every instant of those two cocks at once. When she opened her eyes again, she saw the tattooed man stroking himself right next to her mouth. She closed her eyes again, expecting his cum on her face, but the Colombian gave her a light slap.

“Open your fucking mouth,” he murmured, on the edge of orgasm. “I'm going to shoot it all inside, whore.”

Yoli looked up, meeting those dark eyes, and obeyed. Suddenly, a stream flooded her mouth, hitting the back of her throat.

“That's it!” Echeverri exclaimed. “Swallow it all.”

Two, three, four streams filled her mouth. Yoli swallowed all the cum without protest. Echeverri, who couldn't hide his excitement—face flushed, breathing ragged, the beautiful mulata's hand still working feverishly on his cock—exhaled a sigh, and his cock, smaller than the rest, spurted thick cum, which Yoli also swallowed. She hated doing it, but it was what this man wanted, and she had to satisfy him. She was there for that, and she didn't want Stefan to receive bad reviews about her. That was the last thing she needed, after everything she was having to endure.

Each of Yoli's movements on top of Edwin made her more aware of her own pleasure, but also of the searing pain in her stretched-out ass. The slow but determined rhythm of the two men filled her completely, forcing her to feel every part of them. And as she did, she couldn't ignore how Echeverri watched her, completely absorbed, unable to take his eyes off the scene.

Edwin, visibly close to orgasm, slid his hands along Yoli's thighs, gripping them firmly, guiding her with light upward pushes.

The other man adjusted quickly. She settled in, taking control of the rhythm, her hips moving with deliberate sensuality that made her feel more in command with each sway. Her hands rested firmly on his thighs, setting her own tempo as she listened to them grunt.

Anyone who said you couldn't feel a man coming inside your ass was lying. She felt a hot stream filling her, and a deep burning when the cum hit the tears that the first brutal thrust had caused.

Despite the humiliations and being treated like a mere object, Yoli felt powerful. She had five men around her, all surrendered to her, and she noticed the mulata had started touching herself slowly.

“Do you like what you see, sweetheart?” Echeverri murmured with a crooked smile, looking at the girl. He didn't wait for an answer; he didn't need one. He pushed her onto the bed and started fucking her so close to Yoli that their heads were touching. The girl turned her face and began kissing Yoli, who tasted the sweet flavor of her saliva, a stark contrast to the acrid taste of semen. Their tongues entwined playfully. Her tongue felt soft, like a gummy bear melting in her mouth.

Echeverri leaned forward, drawing a deeper moan from the girl as he pressed his hips against her.

The fourth man, who had been stroking himself throughout the entire scene, approached and came on Yoli's face. She realized only one remained to finish. She smiled triumphantly. Her movements became slower but more intense, as if she wanted them to know that despite everything, she was the one in command.

Echeverri watched her as he fucked the girl, who kept seeking Yoli's tongue almost desperately.

Yoli's rhythm started to falter, her movements growing more erratic as her body sought to release the accumulated tension. The man inside her, sensing she was approaching the edge, took control again. His strong hands gripped her hips, guiding her as he quickened his thrusts.

Yoli screamed, her voice raw with pleasure, her nails raking the chest of the dark-skinned Colombian as a wave of spasms tore through her, wrenching an orgasm from her that left her trembling. Her body arched backward, her legs squeezing tightly around the man as every fiber of her being seemed to want to push her beyond the limit.

But the man didn’t stop. Teeth clenched, his face a mask of concentration and rage, he kept thrusting into her with brutal intensity, each movement carrying the pent-up fury of someone who knows he owns the moment. His hands slid down to Yoli’s ass, squeezing hard before delivering a slap that echoed through the room, tearing a strangled moan from her.

“Come on, slut,” he growled, his voice deep and thick with desire.

Yoli, still trembling, couldn’t respond, her body completely given over after the orgasm. Each slap, each thrust pushed her beyond what she thought possible, her mind split between the sensation of being taken with such ferocity and the distant awareness of those men watching, transfixed.

Unable to hold back any longer, the stranger came inside her. His breathing was heavy, his eyes rolling back as he reached his peak.

The room fell silent for a moment, broken only by their ragged breathing.

The mulatto girl began to scream, her body covered in sweat, her legs trembling with the narco’s thrusts as he, beside himself, slapped her breasts and bit her nipples.

Yoli lay there, her breathing still labored, while the beautiful mulatto girl came with a scream.

She felt her skin burning where they had bitten, kissed, spanked her. With her fingertips, she began to caress the tender spots. Her own touch was gentle, as if trying to heal the damage they’d done.

She lifted her head, checking if it was over. Echeverri lay exhausted on top of the girl and, to her relief, the four hitmen had started getting dressed.

The girl looked at her with a crooked, lascivious smile, those dark eyes full of complicity. Without a word, she leaned in and kissed her on the lips—an unexpected gesture that made Yoli close her eyes, relieved for the first time all night.

Yoli dressed in silence, her movements slow and painful. Each brush of fabric against her skin felt like a burn. Her body was covered in marks: hickeys on her breasts and neck, bite marks on her shoulders, handprints on her ass. A deep pain in her ass made her clench her teeth. She had a fissure. It wasn’t the first and wouldn’t be the last, but she knew it would take time to heal. She’d have to buy some ointment.

Echeverri, already in his shirt, was unhurriedly buttoning his cuffs. He glanced at her sideways, almost indifferent.

“Sorry if they went too far with you, mamita,” he said in a tone that sounded more like formality than regret. “My boys are young and hungry. Sometimes they don’t know when to stop.”

Yoli didn’t answer. She bent down with difficulty to pick up one of her heels. The movement sent such a sharp stab of pain through her that a small moan escaped.

“But you did well,” he continued, as if doing her a favor. “You behaved like a true professional. I’m going to call Stefan right now to thank him for the gift. I’ll tell him I was very satisfied. That’s good for you.”

He walked over to a dresser, opened a drawer, and took out three hundred-euro bills. He folded them and held them out to her along with a small bag of cocaine.

“Here. Three hundred euros for the inconvenience. And a little something to help you relax when you get home. You’ve earned it.”

Yoli took the money and the drugs without meeting his eyes. The bills burned in her hand.

“Thank you,” she murmured.

Echeverri smiled, satisfied.

“Good girl. Now go. The taxi’s waiting downstairs.”

When she left the mansion, dawn was breaking. The taxi was waiting at the door. The whole ride home, Yoli kept her forehead pressed against the glass, biting the inside of her cheek to keep from crying in front of the driver. Every bump in the road was a stab in her ass. She could feel the dried cum stuck to her thighs and a dull ache deep in her belly.

She got to her shared apartment past seven-thirty in the morning. As soon as she closed the door, she tiptoed to her bedroom so she wouldn’t wake her roommates. The moment she stepped inside, she collapsed.

She started crying like she hadn’t cried since she was a child. She slid down against the wall and hugged her knees, trembling. For the first time, she was fully aware of all the dangers she’d faced that night. It wasn’t just that they’d fucked her like that. It was being used as an object by men who saw no difference between her and a piece of dead meat. It was risking jail for cocaine that wasn’t hers, risking her body, even her life. Those men didn’t hesitate. She could have been just another body in some empty lot. A body the police wouldn’t lift a finger for, the corpse of just another prostitute.

She dragged herself to the bathroom and looked in the mirror. She looked pitiful. She looked exactly like what she despised most: a cheap whore who’d been used by a pack of animals.

She showered in water that was almost boiling, but even that couldn’t wash away the feeling of filth. The water stung the tear and the small cuts on her pussy. She cried under the spray until the hot water tank ran dry.

When she got out, wrapped in a towel, she opened the closet and pulled an old stuffed animal out from under the bed: a worn gray rabbit her mother had given her when she was six. It was the only thing she’d kept from her childhood. She carefully opened the seam on its back, tucked the three hundred euros and the little bag of cocaine inside, and closed it back up. Then she hugged the rabbit tightly against her chest.

“Forgive me,” she whispered through tears. “Please forgive me.”

She curled up on the bed in a ball, the rabbit pressed against her stomach, and cried until exhaustion took her.


	Julio. Barcelona, September 2022.  


A month without progress. A month of awkward questions and offensive insinuations. Curious stares from the townspeople, whispers, gossip… but no hopeful news about Isa. I told Inspector Antequera I needed to return to Barcelona, and he had no objections—just asked me to stay reachable. The vacation I'd arranged with my clinic staff was coming to an end, and I also had to deal with Isa's business. I needed to find someone capable of running it in her absence.

After saying goodbye to him and hearing yet another promise that they wouldn't stop searching for her, I closed up the house—which now felt like a silent enemy—and threw a few things in my suitcase.

I felt like I was abandoning Isa, like I was running away and leaving her to her fate, but there was no point in staying. My presence in Begur wasn't helping the investigation—quite the opposite.

When I got home, Isa's absence became more real. I sat in my usual armchair in the living room, not really knowing what to do next. During the drive from the house in Begur to our apartment in the Les Corts neighborhood, I'd felt dazed, drowning in anguished questions that had gone unanswered for almost a month. But it wasn't until I opened the door to our apartment that desperation completely overwhelmed me.

I had to take charge of Isa's company. Someone would have to run it until she came back. What return? Did I still have any hope that my wife was alive? I got up and went to the fridge, dropped some ice in a glass, and filled it with whiskey. The burn of alcohol down my throat brought me back to reality.

Return home? What home? Without Isa, the apartment had become a mausoleum full of her things: her favorite mug in the sink, her silk robe with a Chinese dragon on the back hanging behind the bathroom door, her perfume still lingering faintly in the closet.

After twenty-one days without a single solid lead, hope had become a luxury I could no longer afford. But Isa's company couldn't wait. Sixteen employees, rent, suppliers, loyal clients paying high monthly fees. Everything would fall apart if no one took the reins.

I scrolled through my phone contacts until I found Estefanía's number. She'd been with Isa almost from the beginning—her right hand, though she'd always preferred being behind the styling chair to working in the office.

She answered on the third ring. She already knew about Isa's disappearance—the police had contacted her at the start of the investigation.

“Hello?”

“Estefanía, it's Julio.”

A heavy silence. Then her voice trembled:

“Hi, Julio… any news?”

“No,” I replied gently. “None. That's why I'm calling. I need to talk to you today—it can't wait.”

We agreed to meet that afternoon at a café across from Isa's beauty center, which had been closed since the first of August. When I arrived, Estefanía was already inside.

Estefanía was a beautiful woman, always impeccably put together. I figured she wasn't yet forty, and she kept herself in perfect shape. Her nails were painted red, and her hair color was obviously salon-done—the dye was recent. She wore a red summer dress, low-cut and elegant, and I wondered if she'd dressed up for the occasion or always looked like this. But her face was a mask of grief, and any trace of her obvious beauty was hidden beneath it. When she saw me, she swallowed hard.

She couldn't hold it together. She broke down sobbing. These weren't discreet tears. It was deep, almost childlike crying, with hiccups and snot. She covered her face with her hands, trembling. Some customers watched us with growing curiosity, while others were more discreet about it.

“I'm sorry… I'm so sorry,” she repeated between sobs. “I can't believe this is happening. Isa… Isa can't…”

I hugged her. It was the first time I'd done so in nine years, and it felt strange. When she calmed down a bit, I ordered a couple of beers and sat across from her. I didn't want to beat around the bush.

“Estefanía, I need you to take charge of the company,” I said, bracing for a bad reaction.

She looked up sharply, her eyes swollen and red.

“Me?”

“You. You've been here the longest. You know how everything works—the day-to-day, the clients, the suppliers. I'll help you with whatever I can, but someone has to be here in person. We can't close. If we close, we'll lose everything Isa built.”

Estefanía shook her head, frightened.

“Julio, I… I’m a hairdresser. I’m good at styling, doing highlights, dealing with clients… but public relations, numbers, contracts… that’s Isa’s forte. She’s the face of the business. I was the one behind the scenes. Sure, I supervised the girls, but Isa is the public face of the beauty center.”

She seemed to be taking special care not to use the past tense when referring to my wife—something I noticed and appreciated.

“I know. And I’m not asking you to be Isa. Just to keep this afloat until she comes back.” I corrected myself mentally but didn’t say it out loud. “Until we know what’s happened. I’ll raise your salary significantly. We’ll hire someone to help you with the administrative side if necessary. But you have to be the one making the daily decisions.”

Estefanía stared at the floor for a long while. The tears kept falling, but more slowly now.

“What if I’m not capable?” she asked, her voice breaking. “What if I ruin everything?”

“You won’t. Isa trusts you. A lot. She always told me you were the only one she’d trust with the salon, no questions asked.”

That comment seemed to decide it. She wiped her face with a tissue and took a deep breath.

“All right,” she said finally. “I’ll do it. But I need you to help me at first. I don’t even know where to start.”

I had brought the keys, so we spent the next four hours in the small office at the back of the beauty center. We went through the digital appointment system and the paper one—Isa’s clear handwriting, with daily notes for treatment packages, suppliers for different products, and inventory control. We reviewed the bank accounts, pending payments, and even notes about certain VIP clients who required special attention.

“Look. This is one of our best clients,” she said, pointing to a name on the screen. “She comes every week. She doesn’t want anyone but Isa to touch her. She’s terribly demanding, but she pays like clockwork and has our most expensive package.”

“You’ll have to handle her with kid gloves. If necessary, tell her what happened.”

“Are you sure about that? If I tell one client, the rumor will spread like wildfire…”

“Either way, we’ll have to give some explanation, and I’d rather not lie. It wouldn’t make sense to talk about an illness or an extended vacation. Tell the truth. That she’s disappeared.”

Estefanía took notes in a notebook like a diligent student, though her hand trembled.

“And salaries?” she asked.

“Payroll goes out on the 3rd of each month. There’s an Excel template with overtime, tardiness… Tomorrow I’ll meet with the accounting firm that handles payroll and taxes. Don’t even worry about that part. Just focus on running the day-to-day.”

By the time we finished, it was already dark. Estefanía looked exhausted, but there was determination in her eyes.

“I’m going to try,” she said. “For Isa. But if I realize I can’t handle it, I’ll tell you. I don’t want to sink her dream.”

“That’s good enough for me,” I replied.

Before leaving, I stopped at the door and looked at the empty salon, the chairs covered with sheets, the mirrors dark. For a moment I thought I saw Isa moving among them, laughing with a client.

“Estefanía,” I said without turning around. “If she comes back… when she comes back, I want her to find everything exactly as she left it.”

She nodded, her eyes full of tears again.

“I will.”

I closed the door behind me and walked toward our house. For the first time in a month, I felt I had a concrete responsibility, something tangible to do. Even if it was only keeping Isa’s dream alive while I kept searching for answers that seemed more distant with each passing day.

The loneliness of the apartment hit me again. Every corner, every smell, every piece of clothing was a painful reminder of her absence. Apart from meeting with the accounting firm that handled the beauty center’s administrative matters, there was little else I could do. In a couple of days, I’d have to return to the clinic, and I assumed the schedule would be packed with women who, now that summer was over, would want to improve their appearance.

I poured myself a whisky. By the third one, I was talking to myself, cursing Isabel out loud for disappearing like that. When the bottle was empty, I went to bed.

I don't remember tripping over anything, but I know I woke up in the dead of night sprawled on the floor with a splitting headache.


The hangover hit me like a jackhammer to the back of my skull. I'd gotten so drunk I could barely tell the walls from the floor. I remembered the room spinning around me until I lost my footing and went down hard.

The room reeked of alcohol and vomit. I had to get myself under control. Alcohol could end a surgeon's career just as easily as a pilot's. Nobody wants to walk into an operating room and trust their life to some guy with trembling hands whose breath stinks of booze.

Maybe I was just making excuses for myself, but I tried to convince myself the alcohol helped keep the anguish at bay—the anguish that overwhelmed me, the doubts eating away at me, and the terror of having lost Isabel.

Even though I was still in denial, my mind could no longer answer the most basic questions coherently. Every time I tried to think it through, the answers dissolved into a chaos of contradictory images:

Where was she? I didn't know. And not knowing was killing me. Too many days had passed without a single piece of news, and clearly, no news was a terrible sign. Marta Calvo's disappearance was still fresh in everyone's memory, and the thought that Isa might have ended up like that girl was destroying me. The worst part was the doubt, gnawing away at me.

Had she left of her own free will? This is where the denial cracked. Part of me wanted to believe she had—that she'd gotten fed up with my jealousy, my fake reprimands, that game we'd been playing for twelve years. Maybe this time she'd crossed a line and decided not to come back. Maybe she'd gone off with someone who didn't question her, someone who just enjoyed things without all my complications. But then I remembered her goodbye kiss that early morning, her whisper: “When you get back from fishing… I want you to wake me up slowly.” It didn't fit. Isabel was provocative, playful, but not a coward. If she'd wanted to leave me, I was sure she would have told me to my face.

Something bad had happened to her. It was a statement now, no longer a question, and the obvious answer paralyzed me. I tried to push it away, but every day it came back stronger. Isa would never have disappeared like that. She had too much to fight for. I couldn't even think about it without my throat closing up with anguish.

The denial was cracking badly, giving way to acceptance. I could no longer keep telling myself that everything had a logical explanation, because it didn't. Almost without realizing it, I arrived at a certainty: Isa hadn't disappeared of her own free will, and something terrible had happened to her. She was probably dead.

	Yago. Madrid, June 2010.  


Yago had noticed all night that his right shoulder wasn't responding the way it should. At first it was just the usual dull ache—that constant throbbing that intensified every time he raised his arm above chest height. But as the night wore on, the pain grew sharper, as if someone were driving a red-hot pin into the joint. Every time he served a drink, every time he reached for a bottle from the upper shelf, he felt a stabbing pain that shot down to his elbow and up to the back of his neck. He tried to hide it: moved his arm more carefully, turned his torso instead of raising his shoulder.

It was almost two-thirty. The Summum was at its peak for the night. The dance floor was packed with girls dancing. The largest VIP section was full of people from a rowdy bachelor party ordering expensive bottles without checking the price. Don Pedro had passed by twice, rubbing his hands together, and had specifically told Yago to take good care of that group.

Yago prepared the third tray of the night: two bottles of Dom Pérignon in ice buckets, fine crystal glasses, a small tray of strawberries, and a folded white cloth. The tray was heavy, but he'd carried worse. He took a deep breath, bent his knees slightly, and raised his right arm to balance it on his palm with fingers extended, just like they taught you.

The pain he knew was coming hit like a whiplash. Sudden. Brutal. An internal snap in the shoulder, as if the tendon had caught and yanked with all its strength. His arm went dead for a second, powerless, and the tray tilted dangerously. He tried to correct with his body, but it was too late. The two bottles of Dom Pérignon slipped, crashed into each other, and fell to the floor with a dull, expensive thud. One shattered against a table leg; the other rolled intact a few feet before stopping under a stool. The expensive champagne bubbled among the broken glass, mixing with the ice and crushed strawberries. The noise was so loud that people at several tables turned to look.

The silence that followed was worse than the crash.

Don Pedro appeared almost instantly, charging out of his office like a bull. His face was red and the veins in his neck were bulging.

“What the fuck did you just do?” he shouted, not caring that half the room was watching. “Two bottles of Dom! Two fucking bottles at a thousand euros each!”

Yago stood frozen, his right arm hanging limp and useless, the pain throbbing so intensely it blurred his vision. He tried to bend down to pick up the glass, but his shoulder screamed in protest, sending another jolt of pain that forced a strangled gasp from his throat.

“Don't touch anything, damn it!” the old man continued, getting right up in his face. “You've been walking around for months looking like death warmed over, always slow, always whining about your shoulder like some old lady! If you can't handle the job, get the hell out! Do you have any idea how much each bottle you break costs me? More than you make in a month, you worthless piece of shit!”

The voices in the room had died down. Only the music and Don Pedro's hoarse, furious voice echoed through the space. Yago felt every eye on him: the clients in the VIP section, their expressions caught somewhere between amusement and discomfort; Javier, behind the bar, wiping the counter with his head down, not daring to step in; Yoli, who had just come out of the bathroom and frozen mid-step, eyes wide.

The old man noticed the clients kept glancing their way, so he dragged Yago into his office. The place reeked of cognac and stale tobacco.

“You're fucking useless! I pay you to serve drinks, not smash the merchandise! If you screw up again, I swear I'll kick your ass out and you won't see a dime of severance! You hear me, Yago? Or are you deaf on top of being a cripple?”

Yago clenched his jaw. The pain in his shoulder had become a constant fire, radiating up into his neck and down his back. He felt nauseous. He wanted to respond, but the words caught in his throat. All he managed was a murmur:

“I'm sorry… my arm gave out.”

“Your arm gave out!” the old man sneered. “Then go see a doctor, for fuck's sake! In the meantime, clean up that mess! Now get your ass behind the bar and let Javier handle the VIP section!”

When Yago came out of the office, Javier walked over in silence, put a hand on his good shoulder, and murmured:

“Leave it. I'll clean it up.”

From across the room, Yoli watched him intently. She said nothing, but her eyes held something Yago hadn't seen before: a mix of rage and concern she couldn't hide.

Yago stood there a second longer, his right arm hanging practically useless, the pain pulsing in time with his racing heart.

Yoli approached the bar as soon as she was sure the old man was holed up in his office. The noise in the room had picked back up, but she ignored the curious looks. She planted herself in front of Yago with her arms crossed and that serious expression she only wore when she wasn't putting on an act.

“You need to get that arm looked at,” she told him in a low voice. “Rotator cuff injuries are a bitch to deal with. If you leave it like this, it's going to become chronic, and then you'll really be screwed. I've seen cases that started like yours and ended with people who couldn't even lift a bottle.”

Yago still had his right arm pressed against his body, trying to hide the pain. Every movement, no matter how small, sent a stabbing pain shooting up to his neck. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and not just from the heat of the club.

“I can't afford to take sick leave,” he replied, his voice tight. “If I do, he'll fire me. You heard how he reacted. Two bottles. He's going to hold that over my head until I retire… if I even make it that far.”

Yoli shook her head in frustration. She leaned in closer, dropping her voice so only he could hear.

“If you don't stop and get treatment, you won't be able to work anyway. You think you can keep lifting trays with that shoulder all fucked up? In a month you'll be serving with your left hand, and the old man will fire you anyway—for being useless. Is that what you want?”

Yago didn't answer right away. He looked toward the VIP section where Javier was trying to salvage what was left of the night. The pain kept throbbing, constant, like a second heart beating inside his shoulder. He knew she was right, but the thought of being without income scared him more than the pain itself.

When the night was over and they'd turned off almost all the lights, leaving only the dim glow of the bar, Yoli slipped a thin leather jacket over her dress. She walked over to Yago as he finished counting the register.

“Come back to my place,” she said without preamble. “It's not a suggestion.”

He looked up, surprised by the determination in her voice. Yoli wasn't smiling.

“I don't know if that's a good idea…” he started.

“It is,” she cut him off. “If you don't come, you'll just keep breaking bottles tomorrow and the old man will end up firing you anyway.”

“All right,” he finally murmured. “I'll go as soon as I finish with the register.”

Yoli nodded once, satisfied.

“Good. Don’t be long. I’ll wait for you outside.”

She turned and walked out through the back door, her heels echoing in the empty alley.

As soon as he finished closing up, he stepped outside and found Yoli waiting. They decided to walk, despite his arm still hurting.

“Your problem is the night,” she told him.

“The night is my ally. It’s my source of business. The night, simply by being night, revives the fear of loneliness in you men. It excites you, drives you to seek release. And I’m here to help men overcome those demons.”

“Don’t go down that road. You know what I think. I see a lot of darkness in you, but also a lot of light. And I’m sure that in the end, the light will win.”

“When you get all deep like that, sometimes I think you could be a philosopher...” Yoli laughed, taking his good arm.

They talked during the nearly two hours it took them to reach Pinar de Chamartín. On weekdays, the streets looked completely different from the weekend, as if Madrid’s residents were recharging for the debauchery that kicked off on Friday nights.

They walked in silence until she began to talk. He’d expected anything from that walk except a woman willing to bare her soul the way she was. His heart beat faster and faster—with joy, with surprise.

She told him about her childhood—what it had been like growing up in a small town with working parents, sandwiched between a younger sister and three older brothers. She’d shared a room with her siblings, they went to mass on Sundays, and it was a childhood so different from Yago’s that he barely blinked the whole time she talked, telling him stories from when she was just a girl devoted to studying and being perfectly normal. Her older brothers left for a university in Madrid as soon as they finished high school and came back as a doctor, a lawyer, and an economist, respectively. Her younger sister, Reme, got married while pregnant just before starting university and already had two children by twenty-one. She was living proof that if you stayed in the village, you’d end up languishing until you rotted away. She told him she thought that shotgun wedding had been the worst decision of Reme’s life. What kind of future did Reme have? Raising one child after another? Putting up with her husband’s drunkenness and bad moods day after day?... She hadn’t been born for a life like her sister’s.

Yago listened in comfortable silence. She didn’t talk about her “work,” or about money. During the walk to her place, they weren’t a failed bartender and a bar girl. They were just two people talking about their insecurities, their fears.

They walked slowly. Yago kept his right hand in his pocket to avoid straining his shoulder, and Yoli stayed close beside him.

Yago took a deep breath before he started talking.

“I’m going to tell you something almost nobody knows,” he said without looking at her. “I was born in Alicante, but my family was in El Aaiún, in Spanish Sahara, for my parents’ work. They were carnival workers. My father ran a bumper car ride. I grew up surrounded by colorful lights, festivals, and town fairs whose names I can’t even remember.”

Yoli listened in silence, glancing at him sideways.

“When I was five, they sent me to live with my grandparents in Toledo so I could go to school. It was unusual back then, but my mother wanted me to get an education. Everything was normal until I was sixteen. Then my father got sick and I had to go back to the carnival for a whole year. That year changed everything. When I returned to Toledo, my friends were in high school, studying for exams... and I’d discovered another world: sex, easy money, drugs... I was the typical bad boy. And I was a hit with the girls. In a high school full of rich kids, the tattooed guy with experience was a dangerous novelty.”

He smiled bitterly.

“Two years later I went back to the carnival for good. Then came military service. Another year of total chaos: lots of sex, some hash and joints, and zero discipline. And then suddenly, at twenty-three, I met Marga. She was nineteen. We got married fast, barely thinking about it. In ninety-three we had our son. For a few years we tried to be a normal family... but it didn’t work out, and we split up.”

He paused. They had reached Avenida de San Luis, almost empty at that hour.

“Thanks to a friend, I started working as a waiter at a beach bar. There I met a girl who introduced me to her parents. They owned a restaurant. I started as a waiter and... well, after bouncing around more than a pinball, I ended up at Summum. Life’s funny that way.”

Yoli glanced at him but didn’t interrupt.

“So here I am,” Yago concluded. “A bartender pushing fifty, with a busted shoulder, a divorce under my belt, a son I barely see, and a life that basically consists of serving drinks and sleeping with other men’s wives. I don’t know if it’s pathetic or just what I chose.”

They stopped in front of Yoli’s building. She pulled out her keys and looked him straight in the eye.

“Do you regret anything?” she asked.

Yago shrugged, wincing at the movement.

“A lot of things, yeah. Others… not so much. The fair gave me an intense life. The restaurant gave me stability. And the married women… well, at least I’m never bored, even if I always wake up alone.”

Yoli opened the door and held it for him.

“Let’s see if we can save that shoulder,” she said. “Because the way you’re going, no fair, no restaurant, and no married woman is going to want you.”

Yago smiled wearily and followed her inside.

Yago immediately noticed the contrast. The place was clean, orderly, and surprisingly cozy—far from the chaotic image you might expect from a girl in her line of work. White walls, simple furniture, a small bookshelf full of books, and a faint scent of cleanliness.

“Make yourself comfortable,” she whispered. “I’m going to change. Don’t make any noise—my roommates are sleeping.”

She disappeared into the bedroom. Yago struggled out of his jacket and sat on the couch. His shoulder was throbbing after the night’s work.

Yoli appeared a few minutes later in a tiny pink silk camisole and matching short shorts that barely covered her butt.

“Good Lord…” Yago exclaimed at the sight of her.

She leaned delicately against the doorframe and gave him one of those intense looks.

“Everything okay?”

Yago cleared his throat once, then again.

“Damn, do you always greet your visitors dressed like that?”

“Yeah…” she answered with a laugh. “It’s just a simple silk summer pajama set.”

Yago found it hard to tear his eyes away from her breasts, bare under the pajama top.

“You love teasing me.”

Yoli ran her tongue slowly over her lips.

“I do.”

She stood there in the doorway, looking at him with eyes that threw Yago off balance.

“Sit in this chair,” she said, placing a wooden chair in the center of the living room. “Take off your shirt.”

Yago obeyed. Once he’d pulled off his shirt, Yoli positioned herself behind him and began examining his shoulder with expert hands. Her fingers pressed with precision, probing muscles, tendons, and joints. Each touch sent a jolt of pain through him that Yago tried—and failed—to hide.

“Here,” she murmured, pressing just below the shoulder blade. “The supraspinatus is inflamed. And the rotator cuff is badly contracted. You’ve been ignoring this for too long.”

She moved on to a deep massage. Her hands were firm but careful. She used an oil with a strong scent and began working the knots with her thumbs, releasing tension that had built up over years.

Yago closed his eyes and let out a grunt of pain mixed with relief.

“You need to be careful with Stefan,” he said suddenly, grateful she was behind him and couldn’t see his face. “He’s not just another sketchy guy, Yoli. He’s really dangerous.”

She didn’t stop massaging, but Yago noticed her fingers tense slightly.

“He’s a psychopath in a suit,” Yago continued. “Elegant on the outside, but pure violence inside. I’ve seen how he operates. He doesn’t forgive, doesn’t forget, and has no limits. The girls who work for him end up in bad shape. Some disappear. Others end up in the hospital, if they’re lucky.”

Yoli pressed harder on a particularly tough knot. Yago gritted his teeth.

“Relax,” she whispered.

“Listen to me, please,” Yago insisted, turning his head slightly. “Getting involved with people like him is playing Russian roulette. Today he sends you to deliver a package or keep someone happy. Tomorrow it could be something worse. And if one day you refuse… he won’t accept it. People like him don’t let you just walk away. He’ll send you a much clearer message. I’ve seen what he does to the ones who try to get out. They’re not pretty stories. Please, Yoli. For once in your life, take the advice of someone who cares about you. You know I’m not looking for anything in return.”

The silence stretched for a few seconds.

“I know who Stefan is,” she finally said, her voice low. “I’m not an idiot.”

“Then why do you keep at it?” Yago asked, almost pleading. “You’re smart. You’re educated. You could…”

“I could what?” she cut him off, her tone sharper. “Work as a physical therapist for eight hundred euros a month? Live in a dump worse than this? Stop paying rent and crawl back to my parents’ place with my tail between my legs? I don’t want that.”

Yago fell silent for a moment, feeling her thumbs work out another deep knot.

“I don’t want you to end up like other girls who’ve gotten caught in his web,” he murmured. “I’ve seen too many smart girls get screwed over by guys like him. I don’t want you to be another name on that list.”

Yoli stopped the massage for a few seconds. She rested her hands on his shoulders and sighed.

“Nobody wants to be another name on that list, Yago. But sometimes you don’t have many options.”

Just then, she hit a tendon, and Yago let out a strangled cry of pain.

“I shouldn’t be touching you,” she blurted out, squeezing her eyes shut. “Sorry. I think you need a real professional. Besides, I’ve been drinking and…”

She opened her eyes and looked at his face. Yago smiled when he saw the disappointment in her expression.

“You’re too hard on yourself. You were doing great. Please, keep going…”

He saw a vein pulsing in her neck and realized she was trembling.

“I shouldn’t…” she said, uncertain.

She took a few steps and stood in front of him, looking into his eyes.

“Is what you said before true?” she asked. “You really don’t want anything in return?”

Yago blushed.

“You still don’t believe me? I get it. You live in a world where everyone wants something from you. Look, Yoli, I know exactly who I am. I already told you, I could be your father. I’m not the right person for you either. I reek of failure, Yoli.”

She stopped. For a few seconds Yago thought she’d get angry, but she crouched down and rested her head on his good shoulder. Yago felt her breath on his neck. He caught the sweet smell of orange juice and grenadine from the tequila sunrises.

Yoli kissed him at the corner of his mouth. The kiss lingered a few seconds longer than he’d expected. Instead of pulling away, she kissed him at the other corner.

“This is crazy, Yago. Get out of this room right now. Don’t complicate your life,” Yago thought, his heart pounding in his throat.

“What are you doing, Yoli?” he asked. “This is a mistake… You know it. I should…”

“My life is full of mistakes. You said so yourself.” She smiled, looking him straight in the eyes. “You’d just be one more. And I know you’re a good guy…”

Yago, half-laughing, ran a hand over his face before speaking:

“These last few days… I… Look, Yoli. You’ve hijacked my brain. I think about you a lot…”

“And is that a bad thing?”

He looked at her intently. She seemed nervous but also sure of herself. She was there, in her home, and she had kissed him.

“No, I don’t mean it that way. I mean I care about you a lot, and I don’t want you seeing Stefan. I’m worried about your safety. But I don’t want you to think I want us to hook up.”

He had no idea why he’d said that, but it seemed like the right thing to say.

“That’s for me to decide. Don’t you think?”

He looked into her eyes.

“Don’t complicate your life with me,” Yago said.

She nodded, reached out, and placed her hand on his chest.

“For once, I want to be the one who chooses who I sleep with.”

Yago swallowed hard; she’d left him speechless.

“I want to be with someone who cares about me, for a change,” she murmured. “And I know what you need.”

She slid her hand across his chest, over his stomach, and then, just before reaching his belt, pulled it away. She looked into his eyes and asked:

“What do you want to do?”

“This,” Yoli answered. “The strange sense of security I feel when I’m with you. The way you look at me.”

Her enormous eyes searched Yago’s.

“Plenty of women look at you the same way I do. I noticed the blonde the other day.”

“No, you’re wrong. Maybe they look at me the way men look at you, making it clear they want you, thinking of you only in sexual terms, but not the way you look at me, like you see what’s beneath my skin.” Yago kissed her for the first time. “Besides, I’ve never been the type who wants to get laid every night.”

Yoli’s lips spread into a radiant smile.

“Who would’ve thought… Casanova…”

His heart was racing and he felt lightheaded. They’d never had a conversation like this, and for the first time, he thought she was taking him seriously. She was so close… her fresh scent, that indescribable feminine smell.

“Yoli, what are we doing?”

She tucked her hair behind her ear, laughing softly.

“I think we’re both a little starved for affection. I… would like to explore this.”

Her smile faded into something more serious.

“Me too, even though I know I shouldn’t.”

Yoli’s eyes widened. She looked at his face, and in an instant, her cautious expression shifted to embarrassment. She stood up and led him to her bedroom.

“How would you touch me?” she asked, kissing him softly on the lips again.

He didn’t even have to think about the answer, because the words came pouring out:

“Desperately.”

He took a step toward her.

“A little rough?”

“No…” he said quickly. “As gently as you want.”

“I like to imagine you touching me roughly, without holding back,” she interrupted, reassuring him with a smile. On the bed lay the dress she’d worn that night; she picked it up, folding it carefully before putting it away in the closet. “I imagine those big hands of yours eager to touch me, and I know you’re so impatient…”

“ I am,” Yago admitted, and for the first time in a long while, he realized he could barely breathe; his hands were trembling, pressed against his sides.

Yoli closed the closet door and took a step toward him.

“Would you tear my clothes off before we could even get to the bed?” she continued, playing along as she raised her hand and caressed the strap of her pajama top, challenging him with her gaze.

She slid her hands downward, caressing her breasts and then lower, until she reached the hem of the garment, then began pulling it up over her head… until she removed it completely. She let the silk fall to the floor without taking her eyes off his face.

She stood before him with her breasts bare, those curves he’d imagined a thousand times. She had small, dark nipples and pale, perfect skin. He swallowed hard, fighting the frantic rhythm of his heartbeat. He wanted to touch her, kiss her. He wanted to be on top of her, move inside her. He began kissing her, caressing her with passion.

She took a step backward, then turned and moved away from him toward the bed.

“Yoli...”

He had nothing else to say. Her name was simply instinct. Almost a plea.

“You touch my breasts like you’ve known them forever.” She turned toward him, running her hands over them, squeezing them, pinching her already hard nipples. “You suck them like you’ve wanted to your whole life.”

“Because I’ve wanted this moment my whole life.”

“Do you like my breasts? Do you think I don’t notice how you stare at them at the club? I know you’ve always wanted to do what we’re doing now.”

“But right now, you want to see my naked body.” It was a question, innocently disguised as certainty.

She hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her tiny pajama shorts, challenging him again with her gaze.

“Yes. You know I’ve always wanted you.”

She slid the shorts down her hips, swaying seductively as the silk caressed her thighs. She wore nothing underneath, and her naked body was smooth and soft. Yago thought he had never seen anything so beautiful in his life.

“You like looking at me,” she said, but it wasn’t a question. The expression on his face clearly conveyed all his thoughts. “I’ve seen the desire in your eyes. A woman can tell. You men are too obvious, Yago.”

“It’s not easy not to look at you,” he told her, his breath ragged.

Yoli sat on the bed, positioning herself at the center of the bedspread, then lay back, spreading her legs wide.

“Then... look at me. Is this what you expected?” she said, displaying her completely waxed sex, glistening with wetness.

Yago’s gaze locked between her open legs. Blood pounded in his temples, and he leaned against the dresser.

“My God... Yoli.”

She slid her fingers along her legs, from her knees to her thighs. And then, as he watched, completely absorbed, she traced her wet folds with one hand.

“You’d like to taste me too,” she whispered.

He could only nod. “Nothing in the world would please me more.”

“But you make me suffer.”

His eyes shifted to her face at the reproach in her voice, his brow furrowing.

“What do you mean?”

“Yes,” she lamented, her tone playful and lascivious. “It’s horrible. You force me to beg you to put your mouth on my clit.”

She shrugged slightly before continuing:

“I want you to kiss my thighs and my lips down here.” She traced circles with her fingers between her legs. “And lick me where I’m all wet.” Sliding her finger a little lower, it was soon coated with a sheen of arousal. “Do you see? Do you see where I’m soaked?”

Yago maintained his composure, even though he was about to pounce on the bed.

“Very much so.”

“Don’t you want to lick me here?” She moved her fingers a little higher and traced several circles over her clit.

Yago took another step toward the bed.

“That doesn’t seem very fair on your part.”

Yoli let out a tipsy laugh and smiled at him.

“No, right?” he said, now playing along with her seduction.

With blood pounding hard in his veins, Yago began to feel the power this young woman had over him. Look at her, just look. Enjoy this moment. He had no idea what would happen the next day, but one thing was certain: tonight, he was going to make her his.

She lifted her hips from the bed, spreading herself wider with her fingers.

“You’re perfect. Better than my wildest dreams. You’ve always driven me crazy. Your constant teasing made me want you every time I saw you. Now it feels strange having you here. It’s like an impossible dream coming true.”

“But it'll only be one night, Yago. You're okay with that?” With a moan, she slid her fingers over her clit again.

Yago didn't answer. Slowly, he settled between her legs.

“Let's forget about that for now...”

Yoli opened her eyes and looked at his face as she slipped a finger inside herself. Yago watched it disappear, then emerge again, only to slide back in once more.

Yago looked at her face. She seemed on the verge of tears.

“Kiss me on the mouth, Yago.”

Yago traced his lips over her entire body. He kissed her thighs, her mound, her stomach. Then he moved to her breasts without the slightest hurry. He was an experienced lover who knew how to set the pace to bring a woman to the peak of her arousal. He knew perfectly well that prostitutes rarely enjoyed sex—in their professional encounters, everything was rushed, nothing more than a commercial transaction. But kissing her on the mouth... that was the most intimate thing she could offer him, something she never offered her clients.

He kissed her deeply. Their tongues entwined in a wet, heated kiss. He wanted that night to never end, and he was going to make sure it lasted as long as possible.

“Do you like how I taste?”

“You know I do,” he answered, making an obvious effort.

“You turn me on so much. You make me...”

“Hard?” she finished for him.

Yago laughed, stepping forward until his knees touched the mattress, barely two feet from her. He bent down, placed his hands on either side of her hips, and kissed her again.

“You don't know what it's like watching you leave every night with a different man. It makes me want to punch any man who's ever had you.”

Yoli let out a ragged sigh.

“Do you want to talk about that now? Don't ruin it, Yago. How can you think about that right now?”

He realized he'd been about to break the spell of the moment, so he pulled away from her and removed his belt, pulling down his pants.

She saw his hardness pressing outward against his underwear.

“Let me see,” she said lasciviously.

Yoli stood in front of him, watching. Without a word, she slowly knelt between his legs.

Yago watched her, surprised.

“Yoli... you don't have to...”

She didn't respond. She just pulled down his underwear. His cock sprang free, completely hard, and she stroked it a couple of times before taking it in her mouth.

Yago let out a hoarse moan.

“Well, well, grandpa...”

“Fuck...” he whispered, stroking her hair tenderly. “You're beautiful, you know that?”

Yoli didn't answer. She kept sucking in silence, with slow, deep movements. Her tongue traced the vein along the underside while her hand gently stroked the base. It wasn't a mechanical blowjob, as he might have expected. There was a strange delicacy in the way she did it, as if she were expressing gratitude for something she couldn't put into words.

Yago gently brushed a strand of hair from her face.

“God... you drive me crazy.”

She looked up for a second but said nothing. She just kept sucking with more intensity, taking him all the way to the back of her throat and holding him there for a few seconds before pulling back to breathe. Then she ran her tongue along the sensitive underside of his head, licking every inch of his tip, which seemed about to explode. A thread of saliva connected her lips to the glistening head of Yago's cock.

“Come here,” he murmured, his voice hoarse, helping her to her feet. “I don't want you to be the only one giving. Let me.”

He laid her on the bed and buried his head between her legs. Yoli let him, still silent. When Yago knelt in front of her and spread her legs, she trembled slightly.

Yago kissed the inside of her thighs slowly, gradually working his way up.

“You're so soft…” he whispered against her skin. “So beautiful.”

He reached her pussy and kissed it tenderly at first, then ran his tongue slowly along her entire slit. Yoli let out a small sigh but said nothing. Yago continued, more insistent, circling her clit with his tongue while carefully slipping a finger inside.

He slid a second finger in and began moving them gently while sucking her clit more intensely. Yoli arched her back slightly, breathing faster, but remained silent. Only the wet sounds of Yago's tongue and her own ragged breathing could be heard.

He glanced up for a moment. What he saw in her eyes terrified him. There were tears.

They glistened, silent, without a single sob escaping her throat. These weren't tears of pleasure. They came from something much deeper, something she was trying to contain with all her strength.

“Hey…” he whispered, sitting up immediately. He caressed her cheek with the back of his fingers, wiping away a tear sliding down. “What's wrong, beautiful?”

Yoli shook her head slightly, without speaking. Another tear rolled down. Yago felt a knot in his chest. He leaned over her, kissed her eyelids with a tenderness he didn't know he still possessed, then kissed the corner of her lips, her forehead, her damp cheeks.

“Don't cry,” he murmured. “You don't have to do anything you don't want to. We can stop right now.”

But Yoli shook her head again. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him toward her. Their mouths met in a slow, deep, almost desperate kiss. It wasn't hunger. It was a need for closeness. To feel that someone, even if only for a while, truly saw her.

He kissed her again, slowly. His hands traveled over her body with reverence: her neck, the curve of her breasts, her waist, her hips. Each caress was slow, deliberate. He kissed her nipples gently, licking them with his warm tongue until they hardened. He moved down her belly, kissing every fold.

When he reached between her legs, he did so without hurry. He opened her gently and savored her with devotion. His tongue moved around her clit, sucking softly, alternating with tender kisses. Yoli arched her back, breathing raggedly, but stayed silent except for muffled gasps.

Yago moved up again, positioned himself between her thighs, and entered her very slowly. Inch by inch. They both let out a moan in unison when he was completely inside. They stayed still for a few seconds, looking into each other's eyes. The connection was palpable, almost electric. Words weren't necessary.

He began moving slowly. It wasn't sex. It was something else. Their bodies fit together with a naturalness neither of them had expected. Yago kissed her neck, gently bit her earlobe, whispered in her ear.

He knew there were a thousand things he couldn't say. He wanted to, but it wouldn't make sense.

Yoli dug her nails into his back, but without the urgency of passion. She just needed to hold onto something real. Her legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him deeper. Her hips began moving to the same rhythm, seeking more closeness.

Yago sped up a little but didn't lose the tenderness. Each thrust was accompanied by kisses, fingers running through her hair, looks that said everything. His shoulder hurt, but he ignored it. Nothing mattered more than this moment.

Yoli closed her eyes tightly and another tear escaped. Yago kissed it away, drinking it in. He kept moving inside her, slower, more intense. Their breaths intermingled. Their sweaty bodies slid against each other with an almost painful sensuality.

When Yoli came, it was in silence. Her body tensed, trembled violently around him, and a muffled moan escaped her throat. Yago followed a few seconds later, coming inside her with a grunt, holding her tightly as he emptied himself.

Afterward… silence.

They stayed motionless, still joined. Yago rested his forehead against hers. Their agitated breaths gradually calmed. Neither said anything. They just looked at each other. Yoli's eyes were still moist. An intimacy had been created that neither of them had planned.

Yago caressed her cheek with his thumb. Yoli ran her fingers through his hair, slowly, almost reverently. They kissed softly, unhurried, just lips brushing and recognizing each other. He withdrew from her carefully and lay down beside her, pulling her against his chest. Yoli curled up there, listening to his heartbeat.

Their hands kept caressing: her back, his arm, her hair, the curve of her hip. Slow, lazy caresses that sought nothing more than contact. No words. Only synchronized breaths and gazes held in the dimness of the bedroom.

Yago knew, in that fraction of a second, that he would never forget the sound of her orgasm—the soft gasps, the sharp cry, the tears…

Yoli's chest was flushed, her nipples erect as she touched herself languidly, finally smiling at him.

“You know you're a great lover?” she whispered. “It's true. I could spend days just kissing you. No one has ever kissed me the way you just did.”

He was still watching her with wide, hungry eyes when he asked:

“What were you thinking about?”

“What do you mean?”

“You were crying.”

“I don't know, Yago. But I'd rather not overthink it. It was very… beautiful. Really.”

He stared at her full, lush lips before saying:

“What do we do about this tomorrow? I don't take what just happened lightly.”

“I know,” she whispered. “But tomorrow, everything goes back to the way it's always been. A whore and…”

“Don't say that, Yolanda.”

“Don't call me that. To you, I'm Yoli.”

Reality had crashed down between them. And what threw Yago off was that it had happened right after the most authentic sex of his life. He felt weak and dazed, as if the last twenty minutes had been a dream.

It could have been an awkward moment: the two of them were essentially coworkers, and until last week, she had been a stranger to him. Now she was completely naked beside him, caressing him as she spoke. It could have been the most tender moment of his life, but because of the worry he felt for her, and the images of Stefan or that disgusting Don Pedro constantly invading his mind, it wasn't.

He gathered his courage and slid his hand over her hip, holding her there.

“I hope you'll kiss me like that again someday.”

“I hope so too, but don't count on it. If it happens, it happens, but don't take it for granted.”

When he got up, Yoli sat up in bed. She watched him as he dressed and didn't bother looking for her clothes.

“Will tomorrow be weird?” she asked quietly, her expression serious. “Have I ruined everything?”

Yago had to make a superhuman effort not to run to her, kiss her senseless, and tell her he loved her. He didn't know what it would take to make that final leap, but it wasn't just courage. It was the certainty that she needed to leave the city, to get away from the Summum and everything that connected her to Stefan and Don Pedro.

Yago managed a faint smile that hid his disappointment at not being able to spend the night beside her. Even if she was unattainable, being near her was better than being anywhere else.

“Good night, Yoli. Beautiful.”

“Good night, Yago.”

He walked back along Avenida de Burgos, then cut through Chamartín station. Walking relaxed him. What had happened made him realize that he always had a smile and a word of encouragement for the lonely, for those who felt their world was falling apart—yet he couldn't explain to others the absolute solitude he lived in. His life was a mirage. It gave the impression he was never alone, especially when he seemed to always be in good company. But his loneliness was real, and it was eroding the best of him.

He smiled at the thought that we have to use all our energy to appear happy, even though we can never fool ourselves. Yet we insist on showing only the rose that opens each morning, hiding within ourselves the thorny stem that wounds us and makes us bleed.

Even knowing that everyone, at some point, has felt completely and utterly alone, it's humiliating to say, “I feel lonely, I need company.”

Even so, we can't lose hope. We start doing things we wouldn't normally do, going beyond what's reasonable or necessary. The thorns inside us grow larger and more devastating, but we don't want them to be seen. We prefer to show the flower. We pretend we don't care and do everything possible to keep our true feelings hidden, but then…

…Instead of seeking companionship, we isolate ourselves even more, so we can lick our wounds in silence. Or we go to dinners and lunches with people who have no connection to our lives and who spend the entire time talking about things that don’t matter. We manage to distract ourselves for a while, we drink and have a good time, but it’s all artificial, all part of the grand theater we’re caught up in.


	July. Barcelona, present day.  


1

More than two years without any news. I’ve lost all hope, but I still haven’t found anything to bury, and that’s what’s driving me mad. Between my work at the clinic and managing Isabel’s beauty center, I barely have time to think about what happened, but the truth is, despair has consumed me.

Calls from the police had grown less frequent, and my weekly visits to the Mossos station had stretched to every two or three months. I always got the same sheepish excuses. Inspector Antequera always said the case was still open, but whenever I showed up, I could sense his discomfort.

My life before Isabel’s disappearance and my life now have little in common. The few friends we’d always had have moved on with their lives. I sense their discomfort when they see me too. At a funeral, people offer condolences and expect time to heal everything, but with a disappearance, no one quite knows whether to speak of the victim in the present or past tense. No one wants to say too much for fear of putting their foot in it, and eventually they stop calling, because no one likes uncomfortable situations, and one way or another, we always try to avoid them.

That’s why, when the phone rang that morning and I saw his name on the screen, my heart skipped a beat.

“Mr. de la Vega, this is Inspector Antequera. We’ve found a new lead. I need you to come to the central Mossos d’Esquadra station in Barcelona as soon as possible.”

“What’s going on, Inspector?”

“I can’t tell you. But it’s very important that we talk.”

He didn’t ask if I could. He didn’t give me a choice. And I didn’t ask for one either.

I drive in a trance. The streets blur past while thousands of images of Isabel flood my mind. Two years and I could still smell her perfume on some clothes I hadn’t dared to throw away.

I arrive at the Les Corts station just after four in the afternoon. They make me wait barely ten minutes before Antequera comes out to meet me. He’s grayer, with darker circles under his eyes than the last time we met. He shakes my hand firmly and looks me straight in the eye.

“Come with me, please.”

He leads me to a small, windowless room with a table and three chairs. He closes the door and gestures to one of them.

“Have a seat.”

I obey, because I’ve always felt a deep respect for authority. My heart pounds. For the first time in a long time, I feel something like hope mixed with terror. I dread what he might tell me.

The inspector sits across from me and places a thick folder on the table. He doesn’t open it.

“Before I tell you anything, I need to ask you some questions. And I need you to be completely honest, Julio. Even if it hurts.”

I nod in silence.

“What do you know about your wife’s past?” he asks, looking at me intently.

The question hits me like a punch to the gut. I sit there in shock for several seconds, unable to speak. Because the truth, the harsh truth, was that I knew very little.

“What does that have to do with the case?” I ask, shifting uncomfortably.

“We’ve found something,” Antequera says.

“What?”

“I’m sorry, but it’s confidential.”

“Then I’m leaving. I’m sick of your cops and robbers games,” I say, standing up.

The inspector doesn’t seem especially surprised by my outburst and watches me carefully. He’s paying attention to my every gesture. They say what’s left unsaid is just as important as what’s spoken.

“All I want is to try to…”

“I already told you. Either you give me information or I won’t say a word.”

Isabel had appeared in my life twelve years earlier, on a sunny spring morning, in my cosmetic surgery clinic. She came in asking for “a few small touch-ups.” Nothing too drastic. I operated on her, she was satisfied, and I thought I’d never see her again.

But fate had other plans.

When we started dating weeks later, after meeting again at a party at Catalina’s house, she was always vague about her past. She’d mentioned little more than a childhood in some village, parents who had passed away, a few friends who had drifted apart. She never went into detail. And I, blinded by her beauty, her intelligence, and that bold, sensual way she had about her, never pushed.

Now, sitting across from the inspector, I realize how little I really know about the woman I’ve shared so many years of my life with.

“I don’t know much,” I finally admit, giving in. “She showed up at my office looking for a physical change. When we got together, she told me the basics: she came from Madrid with some money and wanted to start something in the beauty industry. She seemed happy. She never talked much about her past. Said she preferred to look forward.”

Antequera watches me in silence, as if weighing the sincerity of my words.

“She never mentioned other relationships before you? Friends from Madrid? Any legal, financial, or personal problems she might have had?”

I shake my head.

“Almost nothing. I knew she didn't like talking about it, and I respected her silence. I figured if there was something important, she'd tell me eventually.”

Inspector Antequera stares at me from across the table. The room feels smaller, the air heavier. He places his hands on the folder and takes a deep breath before speaking.

“You see, Julio, almost by chance, we got a DNA match for your wife at a crime scene.”

I freeze. My heart slams against my ribs.

“What did you say?”

“Remember, at the start of the investigation we took a DNA sample from Isabel for comparison, in case it showed up in any database. That same sample has now turned up at a crime scene in Madrid. And what's really surprising is that this crime happened just a couple of weeks ago.”

The silence that follows is so thick I can almost hear my own blood pounding in my ears. I lean forward, my hands trembling on the table.

“I know digging all this up again must be painful, and the last thing we want is to give you false hope.”

“A week?” I repeat, barely able to speak. “Are you telling me that Isabel… that my wife is alive?”

Antequera raises a hand, gesturing for calm.

“Let's not jump to conclusions. What we know for certain is that her DNA appeared at the scene of a homicide in a vacant lot near an industrial park. It's not a partial match. It's 99.9%. It's hers. Or was hers—we don't know. Only one body was found. At first, the police thought it was gang-related, but then the match came up.”

The room spins around me. Two years of absolute silence. Two years imagining her dead, gone forever, and now this.

“What kind of crime?” I ask, my throat dry.

The inspector hesitates for a second but decides to be direct.

“The victim had a gunshot wound to the head and multiple stab wounds. The body was found without any ID, but according to the initial investigation, the victim appears to have been a Colombian drug trafficker. Among all the prints and samples collected, your wife's turned up.”

Inspector Antequera watches me carefully, gauging my reaction before continuing.

“What's really strange is that the DNA leads us to someone other than Isabel.”

“What? What do you mean?” I ask, completely bewildered. “I don't understand.”

“You see, for the National Police, in their database, that same genetic profile is associated with a woman named Guadalupe Mejía. But when we cross-referenced the sample we took from your wife in the Mossos system, it came back as a perfect match for Isabel Ruiz.”

I stare at him, not understanding.

“What? I don't understand any of this.”

Antequera leans back in his chair and clasps his hands on the table.

“Let me explain how this is possible. The DNA is the same, Julio. Identical. There's no room for error. This can only mean one thing: Isabel Ruiz and Guadalupe Mejía are the same person.”

I feel like I can't breathe.

“Why would she change her identity?” I ask, still dazed.

“That's the part we're still investigating in depth, and the reason we're asking what you know about her past. What we know so far is that Guadalupe Mejía had a complicated past. She changed her identity and dropped off the map. Plenty of people do it, to start over with a clean slate.”

Antequera takes two photos from the folder and places them in front of me.

One shows a younger woman with black hair and slightly different features. But it's her. There's no doubt it's Isabel, just with another name and a somewhat different face because of the work I did on her—but it's her.

“You performed cosmetic surgery on her shortly after you met,” the inspector continues. “That helped make the physical transformation even more dramatic. Between the nose and cheekbone work, the hair color change, the new name, and the move to Barcelona… she managed to almost completely erase her previous trail.”

“And the green contacts… I thought she just wanted to look better.”

I rub my face with both hands, trying to take it all in.

“So… my wife has had two identities?”

“Exactly. And that explains the double match. The National Police has the old genetic profile under the name Guadalupe Mejía, probably from samples taken during an investigation in Madrid. When we entered Isabel Ruiz's profile into our system, it matched because she's the same person. The systems aren't perfectly synchronized between the National Police and the Mossos. That's why the alert came up now.”

I sit in silence, processing the magnitude of what I'm hearing.

Isabel didn't just have secrets.

Isabel had been another person for years.

And that other person had resurfaced just a week ago in Madrid… at the scene of a drug trafficker's murder.

I bury my face in my hands. This is all too much.

“Wait, wait! Isabel… killing someone?” I murmur. “That doesn't make sense. She's not…”

“Julio,” he interrupts firmly, “until ten minutes ago we thought your wife was probably dead. Now we know that, at least a week ago, she was in Madrid and quite possibly involved in a murder.”

I get up from the chair without meaning to. I pace back and forth across the small room, trying to process the information.

“This changes everything,” Antequera continues. “It's clear your wife was living a double life you knew nothing about.”

I stop and look at him. The denial I've clung to for two years crumbles completely. Isabel isn't just possibly alive—she may be caught up in something dark that I can't begin to understand.

The inspector pauses for a long moment and sighs, as if every word he's about to say is costing him. He looks me straight in the eye and continues:

“But there's more, Julio. Guadalupe Mejía… Well, Guadalupe Mejía is in the database because she was arrested multiple times.”

The blow is brutal. I cover my face with my hands and squeeze my eyes shut, as if I could erase what I'm hearing.

“What are you saying, Inspector?” I murmur through my fingers, my voice choked.

Antequera doesn't soften his tone. He knows there's no gentle way to say it anymore.

“Guadalupe Mejía was a prostitute. She worked in private clubs in Madrid and also on her own. She had a record for drug trafficking too. Nothing too serious: possession and small quantities for personal use and distribution within her inner circle, but enough to show up in the system. She was also involved in an assault at a club in Madrid thirteen years ago. A fight between clients. She was identified as the instigator and got physical herself.”

My stomach turns. I slowly look up. The room seems smaller, the walls closing in.

“No… that can't be Isabel,” I say.

“Unfortunately, everything points to it being her,” Antequera responds calmly. “We've cross-referenced the data. The old photos match the current ones, the fingerprints, the DNA… It all leads back to her. Guadalupe Mejía worked as a prostitute for several years. She had a circle of high-end clients: businessmen, politicians, people with money.”

I get up from the chair and start pacing the small room like a caged animal. Images flood my mind: Isabel rubbing lotion on herself by the pool, smiling at me mischievously, whispering in my ear at the club, riding me slowly under the moonlight… All of it looks different now. Was it a game? Or was it just who she was?

“A prostitute?” I repeat, almost laughing in disbelief. “Isabel? The woman who shared my life for twelve years?”

Antequera nods.

I stop and plant my hands on the table, leaning toward him.

“And you never picked up on any of that during your marriage? Not a single warning sign? Nothing that made you suspicious?”

“That she was a whore? No, damn it. I swear to you, Inspector. I never suspected a thing. We were happy. She was good at her job, a good homemaker. I never imagined she could be hiding something like that. We loved each other. I swear.”

“The truth is you never really looked into her past. She gave you the version you wanted to believe. I don't blame you, but it's clear she deceived you.”

I slump back into the chair. I feel nauseous. The silence stretches, long and heavy. The only sound is the buzz of the fluorescent light overhead.

“All this time…” I murmur. “Twelve years sleeping with a stranger. Twelve years married to a… whore.”

Antequera doesn't correct the term. He knows I need to vent right now.

“I understand this is incredibly hard,” he says, lowering his voice. “But we need your help. Any detail, any name she mentioned, any strange trip, any money that showed up out of nowhere… It could all be important. The Isabel you knew no longer exists, Julio. Maybe she never did.”

I cover my face with my hands again and, for the first time in two years, break down and cry silently.

“I want in,” I say firmly, looking him straight in the eye. “Let me help. No one knows her better than I do.”

Inspector Antequera leans back in his chair and lets out a long sigh. He shakes his head slowly before even responding.

“Julio, I understand. I really do. But it's not possible. You're a civilian. You can't be involved in an official homicide investigation. It wouldn't be appropriate, and it goes against police regulations. If this were exclusively our investigation, I might even consider it, but the National Police are involved too. It can't be done.”

I lean forward, pressing my hands hard against the table.

“A civilian? I lived with her for twelve years. Twelve fucking years. I slept beside her. I know her gestures, her reactions. If anyone can anticipate what Guadalupe or Isabel or whatever the hell she's calling herself now is going to do, it's me. Besides, I need to know what happened here. I need to know if she ran for a reason, if she left on her own or was kidnapped. You owe me that, Inspector.”

Antequera stays calm, but I can tell he's starting to feel uncomfortable.

“That's precisely why you can't get involved in the investigation. You're emotionally compromised. You're an interested party. Anything you discover could contaminate the evidence. Besides, if she's on the run and finds out you're asking around…”

“Don't give me that,” I interrupt, raising my voice more than I mean to. “I've spent two years living in limbo. Two years not knowing if she was dead, if she'd abandoned me, if someone had killed her. And now you tell me she's alive. No! I'm not going to sit on my hands waiting for you to make progress. In two years, you haven't made any progress at all, and every day that passes, I feel my life slipping away.”

The inspector rubs his eyes wearily.

“Julio, listen to me. We're talking about a woman with two identities, a record for prostitution, drugs, and possible involvement in a murder. This isn't some jealousy game or a troubled marriage anymore. This is serious. Very serious. We have no idea what we might be up against, or what we could find.”

“You think I don't know that?” I respond, almost laughing from the rage. “I just found out that the woman I married was a whore who changed her identity to escape her past. And you're asking me to sit tight? To trust that the police are going to find her? You've done nothing for two years. Two years!”

Antequera's expression hardens.

“Careful what you say.”

“No, you be careful,” I reply, unable to contain myself. “For two years I've come here like a beaten dog, getting the same excuses. 'The case is still open.' 'We're working on it.' And now that something finally turns up, you're pushing me aside? Because I'm a civilian? Damn it, Inspector! I can give you information you'll never get on your own.” I pause, breathing hard. The memories hit me like a wave. “I'm begging you, Inspector. Help me understand what happened to my wife.”

Antequera stares at me, seeming to hesitate.

“I can go to Madrid, talk to people from her old circle. You raise red flags the moment you show up. I… I'm the deceived husband looking for his missing wife. I can try talking to people from her past. I can get closer. Don't you see? People clam up around the police, but they open up when they see someone desperate. And believe me, I am.”

Antequera shakes his head, more firmly this time.

“Out of the question. If you go off on your own and she finds out you're looking for her, she could disappear again. Or worse, things could get dangerous—for her or even for you. We don't know what world she was mixed up in, we don't know what the people she was running from are capable of, or who took her. Neither do you, no matter how much you think otherwise.”

“That's exactly why I need to do this—because I don't know,” I counter, lowering my voice but keeping the intensity. “She lied to me for twelve years. She used me. She made me believe she was a loving wife when she was really a professional liar. I need to look her in the eyes. I need to understand why. And if I have to do it alone, I will. But I'd rather do it with your help.”

The inspector watches me for a long moment. In his eyes I see understanding mixed with warning.

“Julio… if you do something on your own, I won't be able to protect you. And if you find anything, you'll have to turn it over to us immediately. You can't take justice into your own hands.”

“For now, I don't want justice,” I respond bitterly. “I want answers. I want to know who the woman I shared my life with really was.”

Antequera stays silent. He drums his fingers on the folder and finally sighs.

“I'll be honest with you. I can't authorize you to participate officially. But… if you, on your own, happen to remember or… find details, names, places… and decide to share them with me informally… I'm not going to stop you. That's all I can offer.”

I nod slowly. It's not what I wanted, but it's something.

“All right,” I say. “Look. I think it all started in Madrid. I could look for people who knew her. If she was involved in… well, you know… plenty of people must have known her. But I need somewhere to start.”

Antequera looks at me gravely.

“Julio. The woman you loved may never have existed. Maybe she was only what she wanted you to see.”

“Give me something to go on, Inspector. I need something to start with.”

Inspector Antequera looks at me for a moment, as if weighing whether I'm really prepared for what's coming. Finally, he sighs and leans back in his chair. Then he opens the thick folder in front of him, pulls out some stapled pages, and shows them to me.

“Take notes, Julio.”

I pull out my phone with trembling hands to photograph the report. My heart is pounding.

“I said take notes. I don't want you taking any photos of the report, Julio.”

“All right. I'll write it all down.”

“She worked at a place below Plaza de Colón, in Madrid,” he says in a neutral tone. “A place called Summum. It was one of the most exclusive clubs in the city fifteen years ago. Apparently, it wasn't a brothel; it was a club where only very select clients got in. Bankers, businessmen, politicians… People with a lot of money and a lot to lose. The perfect place for a beautiful woman to blend in and rub elbows with the wealthy.”

I write down the name, a knot forming in my throat.

“Summum…” I repeat quietly.

“I can't tell you anything more. The investigation has barely gotten anywhere.”

Antequera closes the folder and looks at me seriously.

“This is what I can give you for now, Julio. A thread to pull. But be very careful. The people who frequented that place don't take kindly to someone digging up the past. And if they find out you're asking questions… they might not be happy about it.”

“Thank you, Inspector.”

“Don't thank me,” he responds. “And remember: anything you find out, you tell me immediately. Don't do anything stupid.”


2

As the car eats up the kilometers along the A2, I try to make sense of everything. This new situation—I'd thought it was a dream, but no, it wasn't. I'd always dreamed Isa was alive. Too many times. That kind of hope is more torment than relief, deep down. I'd lost hope—that's undeniable—but the latest discoveries had made me so hopeful about finding her that I never stopped to consider I might not like what I found.

I feel tears welling up again, but this time I hold them back. It's strange. Crying had always been hard for me, but ever since I mourned my wife's disappearance, it's like all my tears dried up. I'd fallen asleep so many times wishing I wouldn't wake up the next morning. Anything to avoid enduring that anguish one more day. I don't know—I think this new hope is creating an anxiety I don't need right now. I'm tempted to light a cigarette. I haven't smoked in over fifteen years, but I think I need one. It's a horrible vice, and quitting was hard, but I also remember the peace and calm some of those cigarettes gave me.

I push those thoughts from my mind and keep driving in silence. In the distance, I notice the city's tallest towers wrapped in a haze—probably pollution.

I arrive in Madrid just after six in the evening. Traffic is heavy and the heat still clings to the asphalt. I've booked a hotel room just a five-minute walk from Plaza de Colón. I'm not looking for luxury, just proximity and comfort. I leave my suitcase in the room without even opening it, splash water on my face, and head straight down to the street. My heart is pounding hard, too fast. My hands are sweaty.

I walk toward the lower level of Colón, anxiety tightening my chest. I don't know if I want to learn more about her past. Each step brings me closer to a part of Isabel's history I never imagined, and it's killing me. The lights of the plaza shine around me, but I have only one destination in mind: the Summum.

I descend the stairs to the lower level. The atmosphere changes. It's darker down here, more sordid than I expected. There's a faint stench of urine. I turn left and there it is. Or rather, there it had been.

The place is locked up tight. Completely dead.

I stop in front of the main door, overcome by deep disappointment. The entrance, which in my imagination should have had a certain decadent elegance, is now a sad display of abandonment. The large sheet metal door, painted matte black, is almost completely covered with overlapping posters, creating a crust of grime and neglect. I see construction notices, municipal fines, circus posters, and several "For Rent" signs yellowed by sun and moisture. A large graffiti tag crosses the lowered metal shutter.

The original Summum sign is still visible, but it's broken and faded. Only the letters "SUM" remain, dimly lit by a distant streetlamp. The rest has disappeared. They were metal letters, probably stainless steel, and must have stood out against the matte black facade and door.

A thick chain with a rusty padlock crosses the handles. Trash has piled up in front of the door: soggy advertising flyers, empty bottles, a few syringes. I stand there staring at the facade like an idiot. This was the place where my wife had worked as a prostitute. This is where it all began. And now it's just an abandoned, decrepit shell—one more corpse in this city that doesn't stop for anything.

Across the street, leaning against a wall, there's a private security guard. He's wearing a brown uniform and reflective vest, with a flashlight hanging from his belt. He's been watching me curiously for a while, and I decide to approach him.

“Good afternoon,” I say, trying to sound casual, though my voice comes out tense.

“Afternoon,” he responds, looking me up and down. “Looking for something?”

“This place… the Summum? Has it been closed long?”

The guard lets out a short laugh and shrugs.

“Many years, friend. At least ten or twelve. This place has been dead for an eternity.”

I move a little closer.

“Looks like it was an elegant place, right? I've heard it was one of the best spots in the city back in its day.”

The man shrugs but seems willing to talk. Probably bored on his shift.

“Oh, no doubt, it had quite a reputation. The cream of Madrid came here, plus a lot of tourists. I think things got complicated toward the end—you know how it goes with places like this when they're left to rot. Drugs. There were several raids. I think they killed the owner right inside the place. Shot in the back of the head, from what I've heard. After that, the police shut everything down. Seized property, arrested several girls and some important clients. It was a huge scandal at the time. Since then, nobody's wanted to reopen it. They say it's bad luck, though I think it's just that down here in these lower levels, it's hard for any business to thrive. And look, this area has improved a lot lately. A few years ago, it was scary to come around here.”

A chill runs down my spine.

“And the girls who worked here?” I ask, trying not to show too much interest. “Do you know if anyone could give me information about that time?”

The guard looks at me more closely now, narrowing his eyes.

“Why do you want to know? Are you a journalist or something?”

I hesitate for a second.

“No. I have a personal interest in a girl who worked here years ago. I'd like to find her, or at least talk to someone who might have known her. It's important, really.”

He nods, not fully convinced, but goes on:

“Look, I’ve only been patrolling this area for four years. All I know about the Summum is what people say around here. The girls scattered. Some ended up at other clubs, others retired, some disappeared. The owner was the one who knew the most, but like I said, they killed him.”

I stay quiet, processing the information. The disappointment hits hard. I was hoping to find something more current, a more direct lead.

“Isn’t there anyone around here who might know more?” I press. “A longtime resident, maybe? Someone who works at one of the nearby places?”

The guard glances quickly both ways down the street, checking that no one’s listening, and lowers his voice. He’s eager to give me more information, but it’s like he doesn’t want to stick his neck out or overstep.

“Look. I haven’t told you anything. But try asking at the office building on the corner, the one called ‘Colón 24.’ The security guard there has been around his whole life. Name’s Bryan. I think he even worked at the Summum. Says he knew all the girls from the Summum. But I can’t guarantee anything. And be careful what you ask… there are still people around here who don’t like the past being dredged up.”

I nod slowly.

“Thank you. Really.”

“You’re welcome. And if you’re going to go snooping around, do it discreetly. Not everyone who worked here was an angel.”

I take a few steps away and look back at the Summum’s closed door. The posters, the chain, the graffiti… Everything seems to scream that an era ended here.


	Yoli. Madrid, September 2010.  


The exit door slammed shut, leaving her in a dark alley behind the apartment. She didn’t know this street well. She hesitated—should she head toward the better-lit street or venture into the maze of alleys that led who knew where? Maybe it would be better to make for Orense Street and try to hail a taxi. Her breath came fast, and her heart felt like it was about to pound out of her chest.

Maybe she could still turn back, she thought, checking that the package was still in her purse. She could say she got scared, or that she’d gotten lost. But no. Those men didn’t tolerate mistakes or irrational fears. She’d completely screwed up, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was going to be hunted for the rest of her life.

In four-inch heels, running was impossible, but a glance at the ground ruled out going barefoot. She couldn’t take ten steps without risking a cut—the ground was littered with broken glass from a beer bottle. She quickened her pace as much as she could and turned right for no particular reason. Behind her, she heard the door she’d just come through opening.

“You go that way! I’ll head down! We’ve gotta catch her. If she gets away, we’re screwed.”

The words reached her in a rush, but she didn’t pay attention. She couldn’t walk any faster, but if they spotted her, they’d shoot without hesitation. There was no turning back. They’d do it. There was too much at stake.

She barely crossed paths with anyone on those dark streets, but the few people she encountered looked at her with the kind of interest men always showed her. She knew those lascivious, shallow gazes—the same look they got when picking out company for the night. She was wearing a tiny dress with a plunging neckline. There was no way she’d go unnoticed. All they’d have to ask was whether a whore had passed by, and anyone would tell them yes.

She kept running. The world blurred past her like a haze. She passed a dangerous-looking man rolling a joint in a dark doorway. Some kids were drinking in a nearby park; they whistled as she passed and burst into catcalls and obscene comments. A girl called her a slut, her voice thick with alcohol. The kids laughed and kept hurling insults, each one cruder than the last.

And there she was, fleeing at full speed while trying to go unnoticed. She cursed the heels and the skimpy dress.

Her mind was starting to struggle with the gravity of the situation. She felt her legs weakening, but the image of Stefan staring at her with those icy eyes kept her moving forward, gave her the nerve to keep running.

She was breathing too fast, her mouth dry from fear and exertion. She glanced to either side a thousand times, looking for an open doorway to hide in, but at that hour, on those streets, no one in their right mind would leave one open.

She ducked into an alley, the kind you see in movies, but it was a dead end, terminating in a row of dumpsters that were surely the filthiest in the city, overflowing with garbage. A stench hit her that could knock you flat. A cat bolted out from under one of them, and Yoli shuddered, thinking it was a rat. She was terrified of them.

She searched for an escape route—a door, any opening to slip through—but there was nothing. No way out. The idea of breaking a window crossed her mind, but the lower ones had bars, and the higher ones were out of reach.

Her only option was to retrace her steps, go back to the main street, where she’d probably run right into her pursuers.

She was trapped.

She looked left, then right, and then, in sheer desperation, looked up.

There was a kind of terrace on one of the buildings. It had to be one of those shared rooftop spaces common to several entrances in the same complex. If she could get up there, she could probably hide. Summoning every last ounce of strength, with all the momentum she had left, she stretched her arms as high as she could… but it was too far. She tried again, jumping with all her might, but couldn’t reach it. The terrace was just too high.

What could she do?

Maybe drag a dumpster over, climb on top, and try again. But she didn’t want to make noise, and moving those dumpsters would surely wake the entire neighborhood.

She took a deep breath, trying to steady herself, and tried to think. She thought she heard footsteps—someone running fast. There was no doubt: it was her pursuer, approaching rapidly.

She pressed her back against the wall and listened. She only had a few seconds. Hide. She had to hide.

The footsteps were getting louder. She could even hear the runner’s breathing. He was getting closer. Yoli felt completely defenseless. She flattened herself even more against the wall, as if that could somehow help. As if he might mistake her for a poster when he turned the corner. And that stench… it was becoming unbearable, filling her nose and scraping her throat. She backed toward the corner. The footsteps grew clearer and clearer. There was only one place to hide.

She quickly decided which dumpster would stink less, closed her eyes, and climbed in.

Something deeply rotten was the first smell that hit her, but not the only one. There was another, acrid, like vomit or something worse. And she was kneeling in it. Something wet and putrid. Something that clung to her body. A wave of nausea hit her, then another. She started to gag. She was going to throw up, no question, and her pursuer would hear her.

She heard someone running past the mouth of the alley. She pressed herself as far back as she could. Something moved against her leg, and she nearly screamed, but some part of her subconscious kept the sound from escaping. Oh my God. I need to hold on! She held her breath. This was dragging on too long. She tried breathing through her mouth, but the nausea hit her again. She clamped her hand tightly over her nose and mouth. It helped a little, but not much.

The footsteps faded. Had she managed to fool him? Another retch, this time bringing up a wave of vomit. If he heard her, he'd double back to check the alley. And then what?

Staying in there wasn't an option. She felt like she could pass out at any moment from the intensity of that smell. She grabbed the edge of the dumpster to pull herself up. The jagged metal sliced into her palm. Instinctively, she brought her hand to her mouth. Blood—and all the filth from the dumpster would now be in her bloodstream. She thought about the thousand diseases she could catch, though at that moment, she had more urgent things to worry about.

Crouching outside the dumpster now, she listened as hard as she could.

No footsteps. Only the traffic on the main street.

She couldn't have explained why, but at least she knew one thing: she couldn't stop. She had to put distance between herself and this area. Going home didn't seem like a good idea either. They surely knew her address. Those men wouldn't leave anything to chance with someone they'd entrusted with so much money and such valuable merchandise—they'd know exactly where to look for her.

She crawled toward the mouth of the alley. Still no footsteps. A good sign, but she stayed alert. In the movies, this was exactly when they caught the girl. She tried to think for a moment. Running was the right call, but it would've been better to know where she was heading.

The subway.

The subway would get her out of there. All she had to do was hop on a train and disappear. But where was the nearest entrance?

She tried to remember if there was a station nearby, but couldn't. Her head wasn't clear enough to think straight. All she wanted was to get away from there. She stood up and was about to bolt when she realized the subway entrances would be the first thing they'd try to control. She had to find another way.

She pulled out her phone. Only one name. She hesitated, but she knew she had no one else to call, no one she trusted enough. Finally, she called.


	Julio. Madrid, present day.  


Behind me, I hear a voice with a thick Dominican accent:

“What are you looking for, friend?”

I turn around and see an enormous mixed-race man. He must be over six foot three, and despite an obviously athletic build, he’s carrying at least forty extra pounds. He looks to be in his late thirties and wears a security guard uniform from a different company than the guy I just spoke with. The jacket is so small on him it’ll probably get laughs from anyone walking into the building. I notice his hands. If a guy like this hits you with an open palm, you’re done for. They look like tennis rackets.

He gives me a hostile look, the kind he probably gives any stranger caught snooping around.

I try to figure out the best way to explain what I need without him deciding to use my head as a tennis ball. I know I won’t get many chances, so I go with the truth. I’ve always believed it’s easier to be believed when you lead with the truth, though with people who’ve been mixed up in prostitution and drugs, that might not hold.

“I’m looking for information about my wife, who’s disappeared,” I say, feeling intimidated. “I’m trying to find a girl who worked at the Summum about twelve years ago.”

Bryan locks eyes with me. He says nothing for several seconds. Just studies me, as if deciding whether I’m a cop, a journalist, or a problem. His distrust is palpable, almost physical. He crosses his arms over his chest, muscles bulging.

“And who the hell are you?” he finally asks.

“Julio. Julio de la Vega. My wife disappeared more than two years ago. I got word that she worked at the Summum, and I’m looking for her. I need to know who she really was.”

Bryan lets out a dry, humorless laugh. His tone stays calm and steady, but I sense something else in his voice now. A nuance. A tension. He was starting to realize I was probably about to stir up a hornet’s nest that had been dormant for years. This man might have a friendly facade. Maybe he could pass himself off as a big, cuddly teddy bear. But distrust was etched in his gaze.

“Waitress or whore,” he says bluntly. “Those were the only options at that place. Sorry, friend.”

I swallow hard. The bluntness of his words hits me, but I can’t afford to feel ashamed anymore.

“My wife,” I respond, my voice hoarse. “She disappeared more than two years ago without a trace. I’ve learned she used to go by Guadalupe Mejía and that she worked here.”

Bryan narrows his eyes. His distrust deepens. He props himself against the guard booth door and leans slightly toward me.

“Guadalupe?” he repeats, as if testing the name. “Doesn’t ring a bell. No Guadalupe ever worked here, believe me. Who sent you?”

“Nobody sent me,” I answer, desperation creeping into my voice. “I’ve spent these years living in hell. I don’t know if she’s alive, if she’s dead, if she left me… The police gave me her real name just a few hours ago. I just want to understand who she was. I need answers. Please.”

My voice breaks at the end. I don’t plan it. It just happens. Two years of accumulated desperation seeps into every word, and that crack in my voice may have been the key to everything.

Bryan watches me in silence. His face doesn’t change, but I can tell he’s weighing whether to believe me or throw me out.

“And why the hell should I believe you?” he asks, lowering his voice. “People like you show up all the time, and they all tell stories like yours. Jealous wives, cops, journalists… All looking to dig up shit from the past. The Summum is closed for a reason. And the people who worked there don’t want it dug up.”

“Because I’m destroyed,” I respond, holding his gaze. “Because I just found out that the woman I lived with for twelve years had another identity, a criminal record, a life I knew nothing about. Because every night I wonder if she’s alive or dead. Because I have nothing else. Just this desperation.”

Bryan stays quiet for a long moment. He looks me up and down, sizing me up. His distrust is still there, solid as a wall.

“Guadalupe Mejía?” he finally repeats. “No. I’m sorry.”

“Let me show you a photo,” I say, already pulling my phone from my pocket. “It’ll only take a second.”

Bryan lets out a heavy sigh, clearly annoyed. He crosses his arms over his chest and looks at me like he’s about to tell me to go to hell. Even so, he doesn’t stop me.

I scroll through my gallery and pick one of the best photos I have of Isabel. It’s from three years ago, on the terrace of our house on the Costa Brava. She looks gorgeous, smiling at the camera with that effortlessly seductive air she always had. Her blonde hair falls over her shoulders and she’s wearing a light summer dress that hugs her curves. I zoom in on the image and hold out the phone to him.

Bryan takes it reluctantly. The moment his eyes land on the screen, his whole body changes. His eyes go wide with surprise. His distrustful expression transforms into pure disbelief. He stares at the photo for several seconds, unblinking.

“Holy shit…” he murmurs to himself.

My stomach drops. My heart races at his reaction. It’s as if, for the first time in a long while, someone actually recognizes the woman I’m looking for.

“Do you recognize her?” I ask, my voice trembling with hope and fear.

Bryan looks up from his phone and stares at me like he's seeing me for the first time.

“Yeah… I know her,” he says slowly. “But she didn't go by Guadalupe here. We knew her as Yoli.”

The name hits me like a slap. Yoli. Another name. Another identity. I start to feel dizzy.

Bryan looks at the photo again, zooming in with his fingers. His surprise is obvious. He shakes his head slightly, like he can't quite believe it.

“Damn… she looks the same. More elegant, more polished, but it's her. Definitely her. She was the most popular girl at the Summum. The most requested, by far. The old man's favorite.”

“The old man?” I ask, my voice barely a whisper.

“Don Pedro, the owner. She was his favorite. We all knew it. She'd walk in and already know she'd have to stop by his office to…”

He stopped, like saying it made him uncomfortable.

“To what?”

“To… service the boss. That was her price for being allowed to work there. She was okay with it, despite everything. Important clients always asked for her. They paid generously. She was pretty, smart, had class… and knew how to handle them. She sold bottles of French champagne like they were mineral water. She was special.”

I stay silent, absorbing the weight of each word. I'm so shocked I can barely speak. The refined woman, the one who'd opened a beauty salon, the one who teased me by the pool… had been “Yoli,” the star of a high-end prostitution club.

Bryan hands me back the phone, still looking stunned. He glances at the watch on his right wrist.

“I get off at eleven,” he says, lowering his voice. “If you wait for me, I'll tell you what I know about her. But I'm warning you: you're not going to like everything you hear.”

I don't hesitate for a second.

“Deal,” I respond immediately. “We could grab a drink somewhere quiet.”

At eleven sharp, Bryan comes out of the building. He's wearing a light gray tracksuit that does nothing to hide his obvious weight. The fabric stretches over his prominent belly and broad shoulders. He walks with a heavy, almost weary step. He nods for me to follow and barely says a word as we walk three blocks.

He takes me to a neighborhood bar, an unpretentious place that survives on its longtime regulars.

We sit at a table in the back, almost hidden behind a column. Bryan orders two beers and a plate of bravas without asking me. When the waiter walks away, he leans back in his chair, which creaks under his weight, and gives me a serious look.

“Look,” he begins, lowering his voice. “I was just the doorman. I controlled who came in and out, checked the reservation lists, and made sure there was no trouble at the door. I didn't know everything that went on inside. That wasn't my job.”

I nod, hanging on every word. My heart is still pounding. Each new piece of information pulls me deeper into a sea of doubt about what I'm discovering about Isa.

“At first, before I started working there,” he continues, “the Summum was the best club in the city, hands down. A truly high-end place. Expensive drinks, gorgeous and discreet girls. Important people went there. They even said King Juan Carlos used to come, when he'd sneak away from the Zarzuela. He'd come in through a back door and leave quietly. It was on another level. Imagine. A lot of money moved through there, and you know where there's money, there's shady stuff.”

Bryan takes a long swig of his beer.

“Yoli…” he says, shaking his head. “She showed up near the end. Don Pedro, the owner, saw her and the two or three friends she brought along and figured they could be a good draw. Young girls, pretty, classy. He thought they'd attract more high-end clients. But I think he was wrong. Sure, they were a good draw, but they also attracted sketchy people. You know…”

He pauses and looks me straight in the eye.

“Hookers, sorry to call her that, man… they only attract scum. And that's exactly what happened.”

I feel a painful stab in my chest when I hear it, but I don't interrupt him. I need him to keep talking.

“At first everything was fine,” he continues. “But gradually the atmosphere started to change. People connected to drug trafficking started showing up. Guys with a lot of cash, kids dressed in designer clothes but with dangerous eyes, South Americans, Eastern Europeans… Those guys, when they show up somewhere, they don't leave. They stay. They bring their world with them: debts, fights, drugs, scores to settle. The Summum started losing its elegance. The longtime clients started leaving.”

Bryan lowers his voice even more and leans forward.

“I don't know exactly what happened the night they killed the old man. I can only tell you that Yoli wasn't there that night. I know because I was at the door and she never came in. There was a lot of weird activity: cars coming and going, nervous people… But she never showed up all night. The next day, everything was chaos. Police everywhere, the old man in his office with a bullet in the back of his head… and the place closed for good.”

I stay silent, processing his words. The beer has gone warm in my hands. Surprise and pain churn inside me. Every detail Bryan gives me destroys a little more of the image I had of Isabel.

“And after that?” I ask, my voice hoarse. “Do you know what happened to her?”

Bryan shakes his head.

“She disappeared. Like a lot of them. Some left Madrid. God knows where they ended up. That kind of life isn’t kind to those girls. Almost all of them end up badly. But Yoli was smart. Always was. Too smart. The proof is she fooled you for twelve years. No offense, man, but it is what it is.”

Silence falls between us. The bar hums on in the background.

“Whatever happened to Don Pedro, she had nothing to do with it.”

“And how do you know that?” I ask.

“She wasn’t that type of person. At least, I don’t think so. Besides, the Romanian did it. Stefan.”

“Do you know anything else about her? Anything... no matter how small. I need to find her.”

Bryan shakes his head slowly, resting his forearms on the table.

“No, man. I really don’t. That was years ago, and I was just the doorman. People came in, people went out, and I just worked the door. What happened inside... that was another world.”

He goes quiet for a moment, watching me curiously. Then, in a softer tone, he asks:

“And you... what was your life like with her? Tell me. What was Yoli like with you?”

The question catches me off guard. I take a deep breath and stare at the table for a second before answering.

“We loved each other,” I say sincerely. “Or at least I loved her with all my soul. We were together for twelve years. She opened a beauty salon in Barcelona, and I had my clinic there too. We got married, and everything between us was wonderful. We lived well. We had an apartment in the city and a beautiful house on the Costa Brava. She was... incredible. Beautiful, intelligent, funny... She loved being admired, and she definitely was—very much so. I thought we were happy. Everything was going well between us. Or so I thought.”

Bryan listens attentively. For the first time since we started talking, his expression has relaxed a bit. He nods slowly, as if comparing the picture I’m painting with the one he has in his memory.

“Damn...” he murmurs. “Twelve years. And you never suspected anything about her past.”

I shake my head, ashamed.

“Nothing. Absolutely nothing.”

An uncomfortable silence settles. He seems to be deciding whether to tell me more. Finally, he sighs and leans toward me.

“There’s one person who had a special relationship with her,” he says, lowering his voice. “A waiter at the Summum. I only remember his first name: Yago. Don’t know his last name. He was a discreet guy, quiet, in his forties back then. He’d been working there a long time. Good guy, and he looked out for her.”

I sit up in my chair, alert.

“Yago?”

“Yeah. They didn’t hook up or anything like that. Yoli was expensive as hell—she didn’t sleep with just anyone. You had to fork over cash, friend,” he says, making the characteristic gesture with his fingers, “and a waiter couldn’t afford her. The only one who slept with her was the old man. She and Yago had more of a father-daughter thing. Yago protected her. Gave her advice, warned her when a client was dangerous, helped her when she had problems with the old man. She trusted him. Sometimes I’d see them talking in a corner, or leaving the place together. Yago was one of the few she seemed to really trust. And maybe that was because he wasn’t trying to get in her pants.”

I feel a small glimmer of hope.

“Any idea where I could find him?”

Bryan shakes his head.

“No idea. It’s been over ten years since I heard anything about him. I don’t even know if he’s still alive. But if anyone knew things about Yoli that the rest of us didn’t, it was Yago.”

I stay silent, processing the information. Another name. Another thread to pull. My head is spinning.

“Thank you,” I say sincerely. “Really. You have no idea how important this is to me.”

Bryan shrugs, looking a bit uncomfortable.

“I don’t know if I’m doing you a favor or making things worse. Sometimes it’s better not to stir up certain shit. But... you’re here, and she’s your wife. I get it.”

Bryan doesn’t give me much more concrete information. He tells me general anecdotes about the place, about important clients, about how the atmosphere slowly went to hell once drugs came into the picture. I listen attentively, trying to find more clues in what he’s saying.

But my mind is already somewhere else. I think about that waiter who knew a version of Isabel I never got to see. I think about how she, even in the middle of that life, sought out protective figures. I think about the twelve years we spent together and all the times she smiled at me while hiding an entire past I knew absolutely nothing about.

When we leave the bar, it’s almost two in the morning. Bryan gives me a firm handshake.

I stand alone on the sidewalk, watching his bulky figure walk away. The Madrid night air is warm, but I feel a strange coldness in my chest. Another dead end. I’m exhausted and everything hurts. Despite all my efforts, I couldn’t see a way to track down the waiter.

Despite the late hour, I can’t help myself and decide to call Antequera. He answers on the third ring.

“Julio,” he says in a sleepy voice. “What happened?”

“Inspector, I just spoke with a man who worked as a doorman at the Summum. His name is Bryan. He confirmed a lot, and I think I’ve got some interesting information, though everything keeps getting more complicated.”

I summarize everything I’ve discovered: no one had heard of Guadalupe Mejía, but he recognized Isabel as soon as I showed him a photograph. I tell him that at the club she was known as Yoli, that she was the owner’s favorite girl, and that she had a special relationship with a waiter named Yago. I also mention that she wasn’t at the club the night the owner was killed.

Antequera listens in silence. When I finish, I notice a tone of satisfaction in his voice.

“Good work, Julio. Really. I’m impressed with the progress. You’ve gotten more information in one night than we have in weeks. I appreciate you calling me right away.”

“That’s what we agreed on,” I respond, feeling a certain pride.

“Perfect. I’ll pass all this along to the National Police first thing in the morning. I’ll give them the names and details so they can cross-reference the data. This could be important.”

I take a deep breath before continuing.

“Inspector... I have no idea how to find this Yago guy. I only have his first name. No last name, nothing. It’s going to be impossible.”

Antequera lets out a short, dry laugh.

“Don’t worry about that. It’s not that difficult. With Social Security records, we can request the list of employees who worked at the Summum during that period. If Yago was registered as a waiter, he’ll show up. We can cross-reference that data with Treasury and Social Security, even Health records... It’ll take some work, but it’s just a matter of time before we find him.”

“Tomorrow I’ll head back to Barcelona. There’s nothing for me to do here until we make some progress on the waiter.”

Antequera pauses briefly before saying goodbye.

	“	That makes sense. And again, good work, Julio. Have faith in the system. If all goes well, I hope in a few days we’ll have enough data to find that waiter, and maybe he can shed some light on the case.”




“Thank you, Inspector.”

I hang up and stare at the phone screen for a few seconds. The street is almost empty. I put the phone in my pocket and start walking toward the hotel. There’s a constant knot of anguish in my stomach. I think we’re getting closer, but at the same time, we never quite get close enough.


	Madrid, September 2010.  


Yoli sat down across from him in the shabby little living room. She looked around and saw nothing but filth and clutter. Clearly, no one had done a thorough cleaning in there for months. Sandwich remnants and several glasses with leftover wine sat on a stained white tablecloth in the center of the room. To her right, she spotted a small blanket thrown on the floor in front of the armchair. Yago tried to tidy up in a hurry, but failed.

Yoli sat down and buried her face in her hands. “I’m so grateful to you,” she said with tears in her eyes. “You’ve always been a good friend. I didn’t want to involve you in this, but I was terrified and didn’t know who else to call. You’re the only one I trust.”

In truth, Yago didn’t think of himself as a friend. He was someone who cared about her, but aside from a couple of occasions, they’d barely talked, and they’d only been intimate once. Still, her words moved him. It was exactly what he wanted to hear—that she recognized his concern for her, the affection he felt.

“I’m glad I can help. I always have,” Yago said. “But I need you to tell me what happened. Then I’ll decide if I want to get involved.”

That girl deserved all his attention and dedication. So when his phone had buzzed in his pocket at such a late hour, he’d known something bad had happened to her. Yago was aware that Yoli was heading further and further down the wrong path, that her dependence on Don Pedro and, above all, her recent involvement with Stefan and his friends, would destroy her—but he’d been unable to pull her out of it. He knew it would end badly, because those relationships were built on nothing but sex, drugs, and of course, money.

“Take a hot shower, please,” he said gently, stroking her hair. “You reek of vomit and garbage. I’ll wait here.”

She nodded weakly and closed the door.

When she emerged twenty minutes later, Yago felt the breath leave his lungs.

Yoli was wearing one of his white shirts, the only one he had ironed. It was huge on her, barely reaching mid-thigh. The top buttons were undone, revealing the valley between her breasts and the soft curve of one. She wore nothing underneath. Her wet hair fell down her back, dark and dripping, and her skin was still flushed from the hot water. Despite her swollen eyes and the look of terror she couldn’t shake, she was still devastatingly sensual. The shirt slipped off one shoulder, baring skin, and each step revealed a little more of her long, perfect legs.

Yago swallowed hard, but concern buried any desire.

She walked to the sofa where he sat and stood before him. She said nothing, just looked at him with a mixture of shame, fear, and utter exhaustion.

“Now tell me what’s going on.”

She sat down beside him and broke down crying again. Finally, with trembling hands, she opened her purse and pulled out a thick, padded brown envelope. She held it out to him.

Yago looked at it and recoiled into the sofa, as if the envelope would burn him. He raked his fingers through his hair and let out a heavy breath.

“Tell me that’s not what I think it is…” he whispered.

Yoli said nothing. She just lowered her gaze, wringing her hands.

Yago took the envelope with trembling fingers. He hefted it. Heavy. Too heavy. He opened it carefully and saw more five-hundred-euro bills than he’d ever imagined could exist in one place. He tried to count them in his head but gave up immediately. There was no way to calculate how much cash was in there.

“Fuck, Yoli…” he murmured, closing his eyes for a second. “Tell me this isn’t Stefan’s. Please. Tell me you’re not playing courier for that son of a bitch.”

She stayed silent. Another tear slid down her cheek and fell onto the white shirt, dampening the fabric and outlining the shape of her breast beneath.

“Three hundred thousand euros,” she stammered. “That’s what’s in there.”

Yago dropped the envelope on the coffee table as if it burned him. He looked at it, then at her—barefoot, vulnerable, wearing only his shirt—and felt the world crumbling around him. What have you done, Yoli?

Money might not buy happiness, as those who had plenty loved to say, but that was bullshit. Money gives you freedom, independence. It solves problems—even health problems—provides better opportunities, a better image, better doctors, and in many cases, lets you stop working altogether. Money provides comfort and liberty. With money, you can afford experiences and luxuries, and above all, money buys you time. Isn’t that every worker’s dream? Wouldn’t Yoli stop selling herself if she had enough money? Of course she would. The problem was that money also killed. And for three hundred thousand euros, those men would hunt her to the ends of the earth.

“Stefan gave me the envelope,” she finally said, her voice barely a whisper. “I was supposed to deliver the money to Álvaro Echeverri. It was part of the payment for the last shipment. But… it just seemed so easy…”

Yago closed his eyes for a second, as if he’d been punched in the gut.

“Fuck, Yoli…” he murmured, dragging his hand down his face. “You just signed your own death warrant.”

She lowered her head. Another wave of silent tears spilled down her cheeks.

“If those people find you,” Yago continued, his voice grave and tense, “you'll end up in a ditch or a dumpster with a bullet in the back of your head. And that's if you're lucky. Because Stefan won't forgive this betrayal. And Echeverri even less so. Stealing money from people like them isn't a mistake, Yoli. It's a death sentence. They don't forgive and they don't forget. They can't—their whole business runs on terror.”

Yoli stayed silent. She just cried—deep, heartbroken sobs that shook her shoulders. She covered her face with her hands and hunched forward slightly. The shirt fell open a bit more, but at that moment neither she nor Yago seemed aware of her nakedness beneath the thin fabric.

Yago got up from the sofa and went to her. He pulled her into a tight embrace, wrapping her in his arms. She collapsed against his chest, sobbing uncontrollably.

“You have to disappear,” he whispered in her ear, his voice a mix of urgency and tenderness. “I'm not talking about leaving for a while and waiting for things to blow over. I'm talking about really disappearing, Yoli. Changing your identity. Going somewhere far away. South America, Southeast Asia… I don't know. But you have to erase your trail completely.”

She shook her head against his chest, still crying.

“I can't…” she managed between sobs. “I don't have anything… no new passport, not enough money, no…”

“You have this money,” Yago interrupted, pointing to the envelope. “It's your only chance. It's dangerous, yes, but it's also your ticket out. If you stay here, Stefan will find you. And when he does, he won't settle for just beating you. It'll be much worse. They'll want to make an example of you—a warning to anyone who might think about stealing from them.”

Yoli lifted her face. Her eyes were red, her lips swollen from biting them. The shirt had slipped almost completely off one shoulder, exposing the smooth skin over her collarbone. Yago felt a pang of desire mixed with deep anguish. It was a horrible combination.

“You're so young,” he said, stroking her cheek with his thumb. “You have your whole life ahead of you. You can't let them take it from you over one desperate moment. I'll help you any way I can, but you have to leave, Yoli. Soon. Before Stefan realizes the money never reached Echeverri.”

“They must already know. A couple of Stefan's men chased me when they saw I didn't make the delivery. That's why I called you. I didn't know how to get out of that alley.”

She stared at him for what felt like an eternity. Then she buried her face in his chest again, holding him tight. Her body trembled against his. The shirt barely covered her, and Yago could feel the warmth of her bare skin through the fabric.

“You have to go,” he said, his voice low but firm. “Tonight. Now.”

Yoli looked at him, still in his white shirt with it slipping off one shoulder, her legs bare and her hair damp. She looked so fragile and so beautiful at the same time that Yago's chest tightened.

He opened his bedroom closet and rummaged in the back, where he kept things he'd never thrown away. He pulled out a simple, clean gray tracksuit—women's. It had belonged to Margarita. He laid it on the bed.

“Put this on,” he said. “It's my ex's. It should work.”

Yoli pulled off Yago's shirt without any self-consciousness, standing completely naked in front of him for a few seconds. She put on the tracksuit in silence. It was a little big on her, but comfortable.

“Don't even go near your place,” he continued as she tied the sneakers he'd also given her. “You can't go back there. Not tonight, not tomorrow. Not ever. Stefan's no idiot. He's probably already sent someone to your apartment. What worries me is that he might send someone here. They know we're friends, and these guys will move heaven and earth to get that money back.”

Yoli finished dressing and stood in the middle of the room, hugging herself. She looked like a lost child swimming in those oversized clothes.

Yago grabbed the car keys from the dresser and slipped them into his pocket.

“Let's go,” he said.

She looked up, surprised.

“Now?”

“Now,” he answered, his tone brooking no argument. “We can't wait. Every minute counts. Grab your purse. We'll ditch your phone on the way.”

“Where are we going?”

“I don't know. We need to buy time to figure things out. Barcelona, maybe…”


	July. Begur, present day.  
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I sit watching the sunset until there's nothing left but a faint glow on the horizon and the pines are just a dark, uniform tangle soaked in the dying light of dusk. When I stand up, stiff from sitting so long, I know I don't need to think anymore.

I go to the terrace of the nightclub where I had my last drink with Isa. It doesn't even have the same name anymore. Like her. I sit with a glass of whiskey in my hand, watching the lights of the fishing boats heading out to sea and the pleasure boats returning from a perfect day on the water. Below, the water stretches out without a single wave, like an indifferent ocean.

Three weeks have passed since my conversation with Bryan, and the investigation has fallen back into a deep, dark, silent well. Another dead end. I've moved back to Begur. Maybe I should settle here and spend my days fishing and doing nothing. Nothing's keeping me in Barcelona anymore.

The lead on Yago has evaporated completely. The National Police and the Mossos have done their checks: no trace of him using his Social Security number for work after the Summum closed. His last known address was a run-down apartment. When they arrived, they found it occupied by an immigrant family who didn't even know who had lived there before. No one remembers an anonymous waiter in his forties. It's as if Yago vanished from the face of the earth, just like her.

Bryan didn't contribute anything new either. Not to the police or to me. His memories were vague, tinged with nostalgia and fear of getting into trouble, but he couldn't offer anything beyond recollections of a past he seems to long for. The girls who worked at the Summum scattered like smoke from a bonfire. None of them have surfaced. It's as if a collective pact of silence had fallen over that entire world.

And here I am again. In the same place where I started three years ago: no answers, no body, no truth. Just a pile of names that no longer mean anything: Yoli, Guadalupe, Isabel. Three identities for the same woman, who destroyed my life.

I feel a dull, tired rage that can't spur me on anymore. It's become a heavy, adult resignation. I'm finally aware that I've been deceived in the deepest and most humiliating way possible. Twelve years living with a stranger. Twelve years believing I was sharing my life with a wonderful woman I loved deeply, when in reality I was sleeping next to a professional con artist. Every kiss, every moan, every provocation by the pool now seems like part of a perfectly performed role.

She used me. Maybe not always, but enough. And the most painful thing is that I let her. I thought I was special because she chose me to share her life. How naive.

I no longer have hope. I've lost it for good. She's not coming back. Not alive or dead. Isabel—or whoever she was—chose to disappear and did so masterfully. She's probably somewhere with another name, reinventing herself once again. Or maybe she's dead. I don't even care anymore. That's the point I've reached: indifference as the only form of survival.

It's time to let go of the weight that's inexorably dragging me to the bottom. I need to rebuild my life. I need to recover what's left of me before this obsession finishes consuming me. If Estefanía agrees, I'll sell her the company. I'll make it as easy as possible for her. She deserves it. She's spent years keeping it afloat while I sank deeper and deeper into this madness. She's competent, loyal, and ambitious. Let her have everything. I don't want to spend another minute of my time on that world I shared with Isabel. Everything she touched feels contaminated.

I want silence, routine, something clean. I want to wake up in the morning without her name being my first thought. I want to be able to look at a woman without searching for Isabel's ghost in her.

I'm tired of being the victim. Tired of being the deceived husband, the amateur investigator. I want to recover my dignity, even if it's in pieces. I want to look in the mirror and recognize the man I used to be: the self-assured surgeon who built lives instead of destroying his own trying to understand a ghost who will never return.

Yoli, Guadalupe, Isabel… or whatever the hell her real name was. It doesn't matter anymore. She's not coming back. And even if she did, I don't want her anymore. The damage is too deep. Nothing remains of that explosive love I felt for her. Only ashes. Tonight, for the first time in a long time, I make a real decision: I'm going to let her go. I'm going to bury her. I'm going to close this chapter of my life, even though, unfortunately, it has no ending.

As I drive back to the house, the streetlights intermittently illuminate the sidewalk. Under one, just before the turnoff, I see a group of young people partying with bottles, leaning against a property wall. As I pass, they look at me with suspicious faces lit by the dim yellowish glow of the streetlight. In the rearview mirror, I see them pointing at my car, commenting on something. I know what they're talking about. The husband of the hot woman who disappeared. People have said truly awful things about me: that I killed her because I was tired of what a slut she was, or that she ran off looking for a real man instead of a pushover like me. Arnau hadn't done much to keep those rumors from spreading like wildfire.

I leave them behind and turn onto the street that leads to my house. The gravel crunches under the tires and the headlights illuminate the facade as I pull in. I stop at the top of the slope. The windows are dark. It's a special place—it always has been—but now it looks so lonely that I feel a stab of fear.

I've already taken out my keys to open the door when I notice that the side door, the one leading to the pool, is open. At any other time, I wouldn't have thought much of it—when I'm home, I never lock the doors—but at night, and especially if I'm going out, I always make sure to lock it. I never leave without locking up.

I approach and peer inside. Everything seems in order. I reach for the light switch, but I stop. They say there's an instinct, a sixth sense that warns you about these things. I've never believed in it, but now it's telling me something isn't right. For a second I think about calling the police, but what would I tell them? My reputation in town is already bad enough without looking like a stupid coward.

I head to the entryway.

“Is anyone there?” I call out, loud enough to be heard if someone had come in. I immediately regret it. If there’s someone in the house, I’ve just warned them I’m here.

No response. The living room is at the end of the entryway, around the corner of the hallway. Aware that I might be overthinking this, I head in that direction. The door is ajar with some light inside. I stand still, listening for any sign of life or movement, but my pounding heart drowns out everything else. I push the door and start to open it.

Suddenly it’s wrenched from my grip and something black bursts out of the room, shoving me aside and slamming me against the wall. Almost breathless from shock, I lunge toward him and feel a rush of air in front of me. I grab at a piece of clothing in the darkness, then something hits me in the face. I stagger backward and the figure bolts toward the kitchen. When I get there, the back door slams in my face. Without thinking, I chase after him, not stopping to consider how dangerous that is.

The shadow heads toward the back of the property, but he’s too fast for me to catch, so I give up and head back to the house. The shock is starting to hit me now, the adrenaline surge making me tremble. I enter the living room. Relieved, I check and find that apparently nothing is missing, though really, there wasn’t much of value anyway. Whoever had been here, at least they hadn’t had time to ransack the place.

I call Antequera. I know I’m risking him telling me to get lost. I call him too often, and this is just a simple break-in, but his is the number I have memorized on my phone, and it’s easier. Fortunately, he answers pleasantly and doesn’t complain.

“Don’t touch anything,” he orders. “The police will want to dust for prints. Do you have any idea what they might have taken?”

“I’m not sure… possibly nothing,” I respond, scanning the room with an uncertain look.

The police give me so little hope of finding whoever broke in that I regret calling them. They go through the motions, barely asking me any questions, and as soon as I tell them nothing seems to be missing, they lose what little interest they’d shown since arriving. Calling them was a waste of time.

I walk through the living room as if the floor were contaminated. Every object I look at feels violated. It’s a strange sensation, almost as if I myself had been violated. Someone has run their hands over my things, breathed my air, left their scent within these walls.

I go up to the bedroom and the feeling becomes much more intense. The bed is rumpled, but I can’t tell anymore if it’s because I didn’t make it this morning or because someone sat there. I notice a couple of drawers are open, their contents disturbed. The idea that a stranger’s hands have touched my things fills me with visceral disgust. It’s as if they had touched me directly.

I open the closet and see that they’ve moved Isabel’s clothes, which I still keep on the hangers, waiting for someone who will never return. Some dresses hang crooked. They’ve touched her things. They’ve touched the lingerie I gave her. I feel they’ve defiled the last traces of our intimacy.

I sit on the edge of the bed, my hands trembling. The invasion feels deeply intimate. It’s the feeling that nothing is mine anymore. That this space has been contaminated. That every object has been looked at, smelled, possibly touched by dirty hands.
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I go back to the living room.

“Don’t be scared. I don’t want to hurt you,” says a voice behind me, startling me so badly I nearly have a heart attack.

A man’s voice.

I react without thinking. I jump to the side and throw myself at the man. He simply dodges my pathetic attack and raises his hands to show he doesn’t want to fight. The man is calm, looking me directly in the eyes without losing his composure. He must be around sixty, but he’s in excellent shape. He’s dressed completely in black. His neck is sinewy and his muscles are well-defined. He’s wearing thin black leather gloves.

“Who the hell are you?” I ask him.

“I’m a friend. Believe me. I’d almost say I’m a guardian angel for you two.”

“I don’t know you.”

“No, the truth is, you don’t know me. But I know you,” he says, nodding toward some photos on the living room table. “You and your wife. I’ve always been close to you two. In fact, Estefanía, your wife’s partner, knows me very well. I’ve been working with Isabel at her beauty center from the beginning.”

“I don’t understand any of this. What do you want?”

He smiles. Despite his outfit and the fact that he broke into my house like this, he doesn’t seem dangerous or intent on hurting me. If he’d wanted to, he could have attacked me—but he didn’t.

“I’m the one you’ve been searching for these past weeks. You never would have found me. That’s why I came to you. You know me as Yago.”

Even though I wasn’t armed, he kept his hands up, as if trying to calm me down.

“What are you doing here?” I ask.

“Explaining,” he says, still smiling. “Are you convinced I don’t want to hurt you?”

I nod and straighten my clothes, since my shirt came untucked when I threw myself at him. He lowers his hands, more relaxed. I stand there processing what he just said.

“And Isabel?” I ask suddenly.

“She’s fine. Don’t worry.”

My heart stops at this revelation. I struggle to breathe normally. I can’t think of anything except that she’s alive. My eyes fill with tears that run down my face. Relief and rage wash over me. Relief to finally know she’s alive, and rage for everything she’s put me through, for everything I’ve discovered about her. It’s like being trapped in one of those nightmares you can’t escape.

“Is she here?” The questions pile up in my head, but that’s the first one I ask.

“No. She’s safe, but she didn’t come. I wanted to come first to make sure the situation was secure.”

“If the situation was secure? Listen, would you mind speaking clearly? It’s been almost three years since my wife disappeared without a trace. I think I at least deserve an explanation of everything that’s happening.”

“Look, it’s a long story. This can’t be explained in five minutes. What I want you to know is that she’s safe right now. But that could change if we don’t take every possible precaution.”

He puts his hands in his pockets and leans against the living room wall. Unlike me, he seems relaxed with the situation. My heart, on the other hand, is racing.

“Look. I’ve been through the worst situation a man can go through. The anguish of not knowing if she was alive, the fear that she’d abandoned me, and the disappointment over what I discovered about her. You can’t imagine what I’ve had to go through. So please sit down and tell me everything. I think it’s the least I deserve. You owe me that.”

“I don’t owe you anything. I’m going to tell you everything from the beginning, but let me be clear—I’m not in debt to you. I’ve been running for twelve years, protecting your wife. Running from certain death. For twelve years I’ve lived with the fear of being discovered, so don’t talk to me about what you’ve had to go through. I’ve had my share too.”

“Then why have you come now?”

He shrugs.

“For your wife. She asked me to. She wanted to come herself, but I stopped her. I’m a possible target. She’s the target.”

“Of what? For God’s sake… explain yourself, Yago.”

“Look. I was just a bartender, recently divorced, who’d gone from job to job without settling into any of them. I’d been working at a nightclub for a while. Maybe it was the most stable job I’d ever had, even though it was a shit job, but it let me make ends meet and pay the rent. At a certain age, you get used to even the bad things, and changes scare you more. The Summum, which in its heyday had been a place with a certain glamour, was run by a lowlife. That bastard… That’s where I met Yoli. She was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen in my life, and she still is.”

“She was a prostitute,” I say, lowering my gaze, unable to keep the reproach out of my voice.

Yago lets out a short laugh.

“Of course… here comes the respectable surgeon passing judgment. It’s easy, isn’t it? For guys like you, those girls are perfect for a good time, for a fantasy, to get your rocks off when the woman you have at home doesn’t turn you on anymore or when you just need to feel powerful. But when it comes to giving them a shred of respect, to seeing them as people… suddenly they’re not worth it. They’re not good enough to be wives, or mothers, or even human beings worthy of understanding. I know that story all too well.”

He leans slightly forward and fixes me with a hard stare.

“Let me tell you something you probably already know but don’t want to admit: if there are whores, it’s because there are clients. Clients with money, with power, and the urge to fuck. Without them, this business wouldn’t exist. You pay, they survive. And then you act scandalized. You’re hypocrites, Julio. Complete hypocrites. Yoli didn’t invent prostitution. She was just trying to get by in that world. It’s the clients who won’t let them escape that kind of life.”

I stay silent. His words sting because I know there’s truth in them.

Yago continues, his voice dropping:

“Yoli came to the Summum looking for a way out. She came from a rough life in a small town. And yes, like all young people, she liked ‘easy’ money. Don Pedro, the owner, saw her as a gold mine. She was beautiful, smart, educated, and had that natural class that attracted clientele. But nothing was free in that place.”

He pauses, as if the memory pains him.

“At first he laid down conditions. He told her she could work there, make good money, but in exchange for that permission, she’d have to do some special ‘jobs’ for him. Personally. Alone. Usually in his office, after closing, or whenever he felt like it. You can imagine... Don Pedro loved that. He said it was the only way he could truly relax. Yoli accepted the deal. It was that or go back to the streets without protection and without high-end clients.”

Nausea rises in my throat. Imagining Isabel on her knees in front of the man he’s describing turns my stomach.

“At first it was just that,” Yago continues. “A blowjob now and then in exchange for being able to work and keep most of what she made from clients. But over time Don Pedro became more demanding. He wanted more. He wanted her available whenever he called, and for whoever he wanted. Yoli complied, but she started to hate him. She hated him with every fiber of her being. Even so, she endured it. Because she knew that job let her make a lot of money.”

Yago looks me straight in the eye.

“She was never just any whore, Julio. She was intelligent, gorgeous, and even had an education. She’d studied physical therapy. She knew that life was temporary, though I won’t deny that what they consider easy money kept pushing back her exit date. But the reality is, she was building her way out.”

He goes quiet for a moment, as if lost in those memories.

“I helped her however I could. I warned her about dangerous clients, gave her advice, listened when she needed to vent. To her, I was like a father amid all that filth and superficiality she was surrounded by.”

I rub my face with my hands. It feels like every sentence from Yago is stripping away another layer of the woman I thought I knew.

“So... everything I had with her was a lie?” I ask, my voice breaking.

Yago slowly shakes his head.

“No. I think with you she tried to be someone else. The truth is, she managed to leave all that behind. But the past always collects its debts. And that debt came due three years ago.”

He leans back in the armchair and sighs.

“That’s the real story, Julio. The dirty version. The one nobody wants to tell. Yoli wasn’t an innocent victim, but she wasn’t the monster some people will try to make her out to be either. She was a survivor. And survivors do whatever it takes.”

I open my mouth, but the words won’t come.

“She never gave me the chance to choose,” I finally say, my rage barely contained, staring at him. “She never told me anything. Not once. She let me build an entire life with her on top of a massive lie.”

Yago watches me with a hard expression. He slowly shakes his head.

“Of course she didn’t give you the chance. And you know why? Because if Yoli had told you the truth from the beginning, you never would have married her. A whore to fuck is fine. It’s exciting, it’s convenient, it’s a luxury. But as a wife... that’s a whole different story.”

His words cut deep, because I know he’s not lying.

“Imagine,” he continues, mercilessly. “You come home after operating on faces and tits, and you find a woman who’s sucked off half of Madrid for money. Who’s faked orgasms with men who could be her father. Who knows exactly how to make a sixty-year-old man come in three minutes. Do you really think you could have looked at her the same way? That you would have introduced her to your surgeon friends, your partners, as your elegant wife? You would have run. Or worse, you would have stayed with her just to fuck her, but you never would have respected her. And she knew it. That’s why she kept quiet.”

I say nothing. The crudeness of his words stings because I recognize an uncomfortable truth in them.

“What made her run?” I finally ask, uncomfortable with what he’s telling me. “What happened that was so serious she had to disappear like that, without warning, without a trace?”

“It was about money. It almost always is in that world. An envelope full of cash. Dirty money. Drug money.”

He goes quiet for a few seconds, trying to sort through his memories.

“Shortly before she disappeared, Yoli caught the eye of a criminal connected to Don Pedro. His name was Stefan, and he was Romanian. A truly dangerous guy. Always dressed in Armani, but a real attack dog. He had all kinds of dirty businesses. Prostitutes, extortion, drug trafficking—every illegal activity you can think of. I warned her to stay away from him, but it wasn’t that easy. Once Stefan set his sights on you...”

Yago tilts his head back and closes his eyes, as if the memory itself hurts.

“Stefan started using her as a mule. At first just for small amounts, but things escalated because she made it look easy. I’d warned her about the risk she was taking. She actually got picked up a couple of times, but walked because the quantities they caught her with didn’t qualify as trafficking. Then the small bags turned into packages. She started running between a Colombian narco and Stefan. Getting deeper and deeper into it. I watched her, tried to get her to quit, but by then it was too late. Until one day, instead of drugs, they gave her a package full of money. I don’t know what she was thinking at that moment, but she opened the envelope. Temptation won out over common sense, and she took off without making the delivery. You can imagine... Dangerous people started asking about her. People who wanted that money back. People who don’t forgive.”

I can tell that remembering all this is painful for him. I get up and bring him a glass of water.

“I want you to put yourself back in that night, in our shoes,” he continues, moving a little closer to me as if trying to draw me into his reasoning. “Two terrified people with no idea what to do. A bunch of dangerous guys sent by one of the most powerful men in the drug trade to find you and kill you. People who wouldn’t think twice about killing an innocent person just to get to you. What can you do? Say we’d decided to go to the police. What would we have told them? Men like that don’t leave trails, and even if they had, they had more cops and judges in their pocket than you can imagine. They would have found us and killed us. Don’t kid yourself. I’m asking you, Julio. You’re there, with three hundred thousand euros—a fortune back then—in an envelope, and you know it’s not going to end there. What do you do?”

I take the question as rhetorical and don’t answer.

“So I laid it all out for Yoli, just like I’m doing for you now. I told her Stefan and Echeverri would get rid of us just to get the money back. And that was putting it mildly. Stefan didn’t even last a week. At first, she thought if she disappeared for a while—hid at my place, for example—everything would blow over, but I knew damn well it wouldn’t. If they found out about the friendship between Yoli and me, he’d torture me until I gave her up or sold her out. Or he’d go after anyone who might have a connection to her. He’d do whatever it took to make sure she paid for the betrayal.” He moves a little closer to me. “Do you see? Do you see there’s only one answer? Disappear.”

I nodded because suddenly everything was crystal clear.

“Of course, you had to disappear. Both of you.”

He smiles, but new questions surface in my mind.

“We didn’t even pack a bag. I grabbed my car keys and we headed to Barcelona. Going abroad was always on the table, but she said Barcelona would be enough. That’s where you come into her life. She dyed her hair, had some work done on her face. I would’ve wanted her to do more, but...”

“I was the one who talked her out of it,” I say, smiling for the first time all night. “She was too beautiful to change a thing about that face. It would have been a crime.”

“That beauty is exactly where the danger lies. That’s why I wanted her to change more.”

There was still so much he hadn’t explained, and I had so many questions. Every revelation only raised more doubts. Isa was alive. It still felt like I was living in a dream.

“Where is she now?”

“I’m not going to tell you, not yet. All you need to know is that she’s safe. If I tell you, it’ll only cause problems for all of us.”

I nod.

“What happened to this Stefan? I thought you said he didn’t survive very long.”

“Echeverri blamed him for the whole thing and took him out a week later. But here’s the thing—Stefan had killed Don Pedro at the Summum the day before. That’s what happens when you run with those people. He went to demand the old man cover the three hundred thousand. Blamed him for being the one who introduced Yoli, and demanded that amount. Back then, three hundred thousand euros was a hell of a lot of money, and the old man refused. Stefan put a bullet in the back of his head. We were already in Barcelona and found out about everything through the press.”

“You took a huge risk going with her,” I say.

“What choice did we have?”

“There had to be other options.”

He moves closer. The bags under his eyes hang heavy. He looks less composed now than when I’d lunged at him. He looks exhausted.

“Echeverri realized he could no longer use Stefan’s gang to track her down, so he eliminated him. Those people don’t leave loose ends,” he adds, leaning back slightly. “In Barcelona, we couldn’t be sure Echeverri’s organization would ever stop looking for us. I wanted us to go to Brazil—I’d even thought about the Philippines—but then you showed up, and everything went to hell. She fell in love with you. Yeah, don’t give me that look, you idiot. She loves you.”

I stay silent, unable to meet his gaze. I feel a lump in my throat.

“That was the first time she disappeared. But what happened here three years ago? Did they find you?”

“More or less. I've always kept an eye on you. I've been your shadow for twelve years. She offered me a job at the beauty center, and since then I've made sure no one dangerous found you. I've spent every day worrying about her safety, and yours too, obviously.”

“But why?” I ask, puzzled.

“For love? I don't know, doctor. Maybe for love. Every time I saw her leave with a client, something twisted inside me. I tried countless times to get her to quit prostitution, but she always talked about what she was earning and the “dolce vita” she'd gotten used to, and with my bartender's salary, I couldn't compete with that. Besides, let's just say I wasn't exactly a success story. I was a half-crippled barman who couldn't offer her the life she wanted.”

“Tell me what happened that made her disappear again. Did they find you?”

“The night before she had to escape, you'd gone out to dinner at a terrace restaurant. Do you remember?”

“Perfectly. It was a night to remember. We had a great time. I was there earlier today, reliving that moment.”

“That night, I was there too, having drinks with a woman I'd met at the beach. Of course, you didn't know me, so you didn't notice I was there. I spotted a dark-haired guy sitting alone at a table. He didn't ring any bells, but something about him put me on alert. He kept staring at you while you danced on the dance floor. I knew she always attracted men's attention, but that look wasn't the usual one. There was no desire in it. It was the look of a wolf that's found its prey.”

“I remember it perfectly! Isa was uncomfortable with the way he was looking at her and wanted to leave. And this might surprise you, but I remember you too. I thought you were just another gawker.”

“In a way I was. But what I saw made my blood run cold. That man took a photo of you with his cell phone. As soon as you left, he got up and made a call. I've always lived with the fear of being discovered. I've become paranoid—I suspect everyone and everything. Seeing someone take a photo of you set off every alarm in my head.”

“When Yoli found out we'd been discovered, she went crazy. I told her to leave through the back of the property, that I'd pick her up. We had to disappear again. She wanted to leave you a note, or call you, but I wouldn't let her. It was too dangerous.”

“And was it true? Had they actually found you? Disappearing like that without knowing for sure…”

“I wasn't wrong. He was one of Echeverri's men. I think it was a coincidence that he recognized her. I don't think they were following her, because if they had been, you wouldn't have stood a chance—they would have killed you at home. I think it was a damn coincidence, but enough to force us to run again.”

“Fuck.”

“Yeah. A real bitch.”

“And Isabel's presence at the crime scene in Madrid? The police considered her a suspect in that crime. She still is.”

Yago gets up to look out the window again.

“You have to tell me the rest,” I say. “Does she have any connection to that murder?”

He shakes his head, but with little conviction.

“That's not how it happened, Julio.”

“Then tell me,” I say.

Yago walks over to the table and takes another sip from his glass of water.

“Tell me what happened, Yago.”

“You know what happened.”

“Tell me anyway.”

“Yoli was desperate…”

“Would you mind calling her Isa? I can't get used to Yoli.”

He looks at me and smiles slightly as he nods.

“All right. Well, Isa was desperate… She didn't want to have to disappear again. Believe me, it's a huge pain in the ass, and even more so when the life you're leaving behind is as good as hers was. You're not wrong when you say you were happy. She was, and she refused to give all that up. We traveled from city to city. The key is not putting down roots—you can't let neighbors get to know you or form relationships. Money wasn't a problem, since the business had always done well and she set aside significant amounts every month, which she kept in a safety deposit box at a bank in Zaragoza. We'd done everything right, doctor. It was just bad luck that the hitman recognized her.”

I feel a brutal mix of relief and rage. She's alive. After almost three years of uncertainty, I finally have confirmation. But that confirmation comes with more lies, more secrets, and more pain.

“One day she told me she wanted to negotiate with Echeverri, that she wanted to put an end to all of it. She'd managed to save almost half a million euros, and she wanted to offer it to him so he'd let the whole thing go and stop chasing us. I tried to convince her that those people never forgive, that they'd take the money and put two bullets in us. But she insisted. She said she'd rather die than keep running, and I have to tell you, in a way, I felt the same. You can't live your whole life on the run, always looking over your shoulder.”

Yago's voice has been fading as he tells me the story. You can tell that dredging up all these memories is exhausting him. And I truly understand that.

“She met Echeverri at an industrial park on the outskirts, near the airport. He’d wanted to meet at his place, but she refused. Apparently he was thrilled to reach an agreement. He fed her the usual lines about being a businessman, that all he cared about was getting his money back. She told him she’d give him more, everything she had, if he’d forgive us. Everything seemed to be going well, though I knew it wouldn’t be that simple. They never forgive. They never forget an insult like the one Isa had dealt him. And that’s exactly what happened, Julio. Echeverri pulled a gun from his glove compartment and aimed it at us. I shoved her aside and drew my weapon. He fired first but missed. I got lucky. Hit him in the head. I can still see the look of disbelief in his eyes as he went down. People like that never believe anything bad can happen to them.”

It feels like I’m listening to a movie plot, except it’s all true, and I can barely believe it.

“The police told me he also had stab wounds…”

“That was her. She lost it, pulled out a knife, and stabbed him fifteen times. One for every year she’d had to run. I didn’t try to stop her. We both had too much rage built up.”

“But then, I suppose now that Echeverri’s dead, she can come back. Right?”

He shakes his head wearily.

“I don’t know. I doubt Echeverri told the cartel bosses about Isa’s identity. I don’t think he was eager to dredge up that story—it probably made him look bad. But what I do know is that she doesn’t want to keep running. And I’ve already told you I don’t either. I’m tired.”

He looks me straight in the eyes.

“She knew that if she stayed, sooner or later they’d come for her. Or for you. So she did what she’d always been best at: disappearing. She left her phone, her clothes, her whole life with you. She wanted to protect you.”

“Then why did you come?”

“Because she can’t take it anymore. She’s wanted to contact you for three years.”

“Take me to her, Yago. I’m begging you. She wants to see me too.”

Yago lowers his gaze and shakes his head.

“All right. Let me talk to her.”

He steps out to the pool, where everything is quiet. I watch him make a call. He whispers and gestures. My heart is pounding out of my chest, and my hands are sweating. When he comes back inside, seeing my face, he can’t help but smile.

“Let’s go… I hope we don’t regret this. Get in my car. I’ll take you to her.”


	Begur, present day.  


Yago drives in silence. We’re speeding, but I’m so desperate to get there that I’d rather he not slow down. I feel like my heart is going to explode.

I feel a strange euphoria—I suppose the same kind of happiness addicts must feel when they get high. Sooner or later, the effect wears off, and the desperation is even greater.

Yago stops the car at an unsupervised rest area. In the distance, I see the lights of a car parked at the far end. I get out quickly, but soon I stop. When I see her, I feel like I’m losing my footing. Her hair is cut almost to the scalp. I can’t move. I can’t speak. I can only look at her. At her beautiful face despite the haircut. And those eyes I thought I’d never see again.

All my resentment disappears. I’m doing it. I push aside the toxic emotions—pride, disappointment, jealousy, ingratitude... I fill that space with gratitude, understanding, and awareness. I’ve loved her madly. I’ve wanted her every single minute. Then I remember the nightmares, the sleepless nights thinking I’d never see her again, never hold her again. That feeling of complete loss.

Isa seems to understand what’s going through my head and nods, but I don’t think she dares take the first step toward me. I can barely breathe. I can’t hold back the tears, and that makes her break down crying. Through stammered words, she tries desperately to explain:

“Forgive me, Julio. I’m begging you. Please don’t hate me... One day I discovered that everything I had was gone in the blink of an eye, and I think I reacted like anyone who wants to protect what they love. That’s what made me run. I couldn’t drag you down with me. I’m so sorry...”

She can barely say two sentences in a row without breaking down, but despite everything, we remain separated by more than six feet. Neither of us can break that physical barrier keeping us from embracing. She seems to pull herself together just enough to continue:

“And after many sleepless nights, many days without any joy in life, I did exactly what I feared most: I went the opposite way, defying danger. I was almost seeking self-destruction, wanting to end it all once and for all. Luckily, I found someone who grabbed me by the hair—both literally and figuratively—shook me like a newborn, and made me breathe again. But that moment didn’t make me forget how much you must have been suffering.”

Yago had disappeared to give us space and privacy we didn’t seem to want. Between us lay an abyss of things unsaid, repressed thoughts, and so much pain.

“I know you know everything...”

“Yes. And it’s been hard.”

She stifles a sob with her hand. And starts crying again like I’ve never seen before.

“If I had told you, you never would have accepted me.”

“Probably.”

“I couldn’t tell you. I never had the courage. I thought... you’d never find out. I’m not proud of what I did, but I was afraid of losing you.”

“You shouldn’t be, to be honest.”

“Is that all you’re going to say?”

“I don’t know what else to tell you.”

“I need you to hold me.”

I lower my eyes and open my hands in surrender.

“I love you, Isa. But this isn’t easy for me.”

She wipes her eyes with her sleeve. Then she looks at me directly, trying to keep the conversation from ending there. I don’t want that either, but I think so much suffering has cauterized my feelings.

“Maybe all I need is for you to accept my past without judging me. To love me for who I am... and accept what I’ve been. You married Isabel, not Yoli.”

“You’re the same person. Don’t forget that. And separating the two identities is impossible.”

“So what do I do?” she asks. “It’s a burden I can’t let go of. I can’t just erase it. The shadow of my past will always be with us.”

“I know. You can’t do anything to erase the past. I’m the one who has to accept it, and I don’t know if I can. I tell myself yes, that I love you, that you’re the woman I fell in love with, the one I’ve always been happy with, but Isabel is also Yoli, and the weight of the past is a burden that will haunt me for the rest of my life. I’m not talking about forgiveness. I’m talking about forgetting. There are no magic solutions for forgetting.”

She remains silent, processing what she’s just heard, the past pressing down on her shoulders. The fear of the future, the uncertainty of what my words could mean for her and her life, runs through her body like an electric current.

Finally, after what seems like an eternity of silence, Isa takes a step toward me. An uncertain step. In her eyes I see fear, and that torments me. She’s standing right there in front of me, head shaved, eyes full of sorrow, and I fall apart. I need to touch her, hold her.

I open my arms and she takes refuge in them. Neither of us can find words. With her head on my chest, she starts crying. I feel the buzz-cut hair scratching my skin. I put my hand on the back of her neck, and the absence of her magnificent blonde mane disarms me. I feel her trembling, and I’m sure she can feel me trembling too.

The kiss comes from the deepest desperation. I taste her tears, lose myself in the softness of her lips, and like a revelation, I know for the first time what I want.

“I’m sorry,” she says, and I think my heart will shatter again. I’ve gotten her back, and I refuse to let her go. I couldn’t go through that again.

“I don’t want to lose you. Not after what I’ve been through.”

“You won’t lose me. I swear. Just give me time to earn your forgiveness.”

THE END


📖 “Want more stories of troubled pasts? Check out At the Limits of Desire, available on Kindle Unlimited.”

Since her adolescence—marked by difficult decisions and a dark environment—Lorena has turned to prostitution as a means of survival. Over the years, she has become a sophisticated woman, desired and respected in her profession. Yet despite her success and the luxurious facade she has built, something is missing: a purpose, a reason beyond the money that sustains her empty life.

When Luis crosses her path—a man trapped in his own personal hell by an unfaithful, toxic woman—everything changes. Lorena confronts the contradictions of her life, the loneliness of her profession, and the possibility of a love she never imagined. But as she knows all too well, her world is too far removed from his, and the social, moral, and emotional differences seem insurmountable.

As Lorena tries to rebuild her life away from her past, she faces the humiliations and emptiness that persist in her soul—a void filled only by the money that allows her to keep going.

Caught between desire, regret, and the search for redemption, Lorena must decide if it's possible to find love without losing herself—and whether she can build an authentic life beyond the prejudices and stigma of her past.
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📖📖 “Want more stories just as intense? Check out Beyond the Lens, available on Kindle Unlimited.”

When beauty becomes the means to an end.

Two ambitious young models navigate a world of light and shadow. What starts as risky photo shoots soon becomes something far more dangerous, pushing them to explore the limits of their bodies and their resolve.

While one spirals into excess and domination, the other struggles to stay afloat. Between them lies a love cut short by distrust and silent betrayal.

Can they survive in that world?

When the past comes roaring back, reunion becomes inevitable. Can love survive everything that’s happened? Or will the choices they’ve made mark their destinies forever?

A raw novel where love, sex, and decadence blend on every page.
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	Synopsis.


Julio thought he knew his wife. For twelve years, Isabel was his obsession: beautiful, sensual, provocative, and addictive. Their marriage was built on an intimate game of desire and jealousy that they both fed with pleasure. Until the morning she vanished without a trace.

Two and a half years later, a coincidence changes everything. Isabel’s DNA turns up at a recent crime scene in Madrid. But the woman the police are looking for isn’t named Isabel Ruiz. She never was.

Forced to reconstruct the life of the woman he shared everything with, Julio discovers she was hiding a previous identity, a carefully erased past, and a terrifying ability to reinvent herself. The closer he gets to the truth, the further he drifts from the woman he thought he knew.

What price are you willing to pay to discover who the woman you slept beside every night really was?

A story of desire, deception, and survival where nothing is what it seems—and the greatest danger wears the face of the person you’ve loved most.
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