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El Mundo Newspaper:

Local News.

“Two men hospitalized after brutal assault in Colmenar Viejo.”

The Civil Guard is investigating a possible revenge attack after two men, ages 35 and 37, were found severely injured inside a roadside hotel room.

According to sources close to the investigation, the victims, identified only by the initials D.J.D. and A.F.G., sustained multiple fractures and contusions consistent with a prolonged assault. They were discovered by hotel cleaning staff, who called 112 around 8:30 a.m. Both remain hospitalized at La Paz Hospital in serious condition.

The Civil Guard is working on the theory that this was a revenge attack linked to criminal activities, as both injured men have prior assault convictions.

The same sources indicate that while no leads are being ruled out, the theory that Eastern European hitmen were involved is gaining traction. Witnesses in the area claim to have seen a van with foreign plates near the scene the night before.

The Judicial Police of Colmenar Viejo have taken over the case.

Patricia read to the end with the meticulous calm of someone reviewing a familiar recipe. Not a single wrinkle formed on her forehead, not a hint of surprise. When she reached the word “hitmen,” she let it float for a few seconds in her mind, savoring it in silence.

She folded the newspaper unhurriedly, placing it back on the table. Then she took a sip of the now-cold coffee and, without altering her breathing, let out the faintest murmur of satisfaction. She rose casually, pulled her hair into a quick bun, and walked slowly toward the window. Outside, life went on with complete indifference, and that was the best alibi she could wish for.


“Get out of the way.”
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I had arrived in Mugardos late on a damp December afternoon, a few months before. When I got out of the car in the small parking lot facing the sea, I found a landscape bathed in rain and strange solitude. Hardly anyone was on the street. I stood outside the car, looking around, barely noticing that the rain was beginning to soak through my clothes. Behind me stretched the small town, and ahead, the sea.

It was my first time in that place, and everything seemed particularly strange. I took in the vastness of the terrain, breathed in the damp, cold air, and felt something inside me stir almost imperceptibly.

From the port of Mugardos, I stood before a serene and picturesque landscape, deeply connected to the sea. The Ferrol estuary opened before me, a calm and sheltered arm of the sea that stretched out like a grayish mirror. The tranquil waters were occasionally crossed by small fishing boats, leaving gentle wakes behind them.

To the right, the port facilities of Ferrol were visible—cranes, shipyards, and naval structures that, although they contrasted with the surrounding nature, were an inseparable part of the landscape and the estuary’s maritime character. Beyond, the green hills of the region rose gently through the mist, covered with eucalyptus, pines, and cultivated fields.

To the right, the Castle of San Felipe was visible on the other side of the estuary. This defensive structure evoked other eras, naval battles and stone guardians.

The port itself was bordered by a welcoming waterfront promenade, where low, colorful houses lined up, their balconies facing the sea. The air carried the distinctive smell of salt and seaweed.

It was a place where the everyday and the rural merged in a tranquil, melancholic atmosphere full of authenticity. The town greeted me with rain, mist, and humidity. In winter it was an inhospitable place, but it wasn’t Madrid, and that was enough.

No one was expecting me. I hadn’t made any plans beyond booking a room at a guesthouse. I had sold my house in Madrid and abandoned all my belongings. I can’t help remembering that I still found it hard to think clearly, and had I thought about it more calmly, I might have realized in my arrogance that solitude is poor company when your soul is broken. For a moment, I regretted having gotten rid of everything, then I grabbed my suitcase and started walking toward the guesthouse. After a few steps in the rain, I felt lost. The phone’s GPS was pointing me to the doorway of an abandoned house. It couldn’t be there.

The daylight was beginning to fade. A couple of cars had passed by without slowing down, soaking my shoes and the bottoms of my pants. Apart from that, the first signs of life were a few people going in and out of the bars and taverns along the promenade. Through the growing darkness I could see the bell tower of a church that seemed half-buried among the buildings. I stood on the narrow sidewalk, slippery from the rain, sheltered by the awning of one of the taverns.

It was clear that the town was this and little more. Lights glowed in some windows, but there was no other sign of life. I stood still in the rain, not knowing where to go. At that moment I heard a noise and saw two fishermen dragging baskets full of fish. Oblivious to the rain and the fading light, they were hauling in the fruits of their day’s work on the estuary. They didn’t stop working even as I approached them.

	— 	“Could you tell me where Herminia Hernández’s guesthouse is?” I asked, water running down my face.


They stopped their work and stood looking at me. Both wore the same placid, indifferent expression, the same serene look in their eyes. The older one, a tall, strong man with a cold gaze, pointed toward a narrow alley at the far end of town.

	— 	“Go straight that way. It’s the first house you’ll come to once you turn right. You’ll probably have to insist. She’s very old and deaf as a post.”


The accent confirmed I was in Galicia; their way of speaking sounded musical to my ears. I thanked them, but they had already gone back to work. I took the alley, the puddles amplifying the sound of the rain. After walking several yards, I arrived at the doorway in question. I shook the water off my shoes and rang the old-fashioned intercom. I was about to ring again when the door opened with a shrill sound. An elderly woman, somewhat plump with white hair, looked me up and down.

	— 	“Yes?”
	— 	“Good afternoon,” I greeted her. “I’m here for a room.”
	— 	“The guesthouse is closed,” she replied, furrowing her brow. “I’m afraid we don’t have guests staying here in winter.”
	— 	“No… what I mean is I have a reservation.” Her expression didn’t change. She eyed me with suspicion. I thought about how I must look, completely soaked. “I made it yesterday. My name is Fernando Castellanos.”


Her face suddenly lit up.

	— 	“Oh, I’m so sorry! I didn’t realize. I thought that… Come in, please,” she said as she stepped back to let me pass. “Good Lord, fillo, you’re soaked. Have you been out in the rain long?”
	— 	“Just the walk from the parking lot by the promenade.”
	— 	“This rain doesn’t seem like much, but it soaks you through. Come into the kitchen. The fire’s going. I’ll get you something hot to warm your bones.”


She led me to a spacious kitchen lined with old white tiles. It smelled of smoke and clean. A dark wooden bench sat in front of the wood-burning stove, where a pile of logs crackled. The floor was terrazzo, also old, or perhaps just worn. The room gave off a pleasant smell of pine cleaner and wood smoke.

	— 	“Please, sit down. I’ve already prepared your room. Let me check that the cleaning girl left everything in order. I’ll be right back. Would you like a cup of hot broth? It’ll help warm you up—the dampness gets into your bones here.”


I thanked her and, when she left, I stayed there staring at the fire. After the cold and dampness outside, that warmth felt wonderful, even though my clothes were still soaked. Outside it had grown completely dark and the rain pattered against the windowpanes. I felt my eyelids beginning to close, and just as I was about to nod off, I jerked myself upright to fight it. Suddenly I felt exhausted from the journey. I was drained, both physically and mentally. A strange sense of rootlessness washed over me.

I was still standing in front of the fire when the old woman returned.

	— 	“Would you like to go up now? Put on something dry, or the dampness will get into your bones. The bathroom is shared, but you’re in luck—you’re the only guest at the guesthouse, so it’s like having a bathroom all to yourself. Can’t complain about that. The towels are there,” she said, pointing to a metal rack that was beginning to show the first signs of rust.


I followed her through the hallway and up the stairs, our footsteps making the old wooden floor creak. She gently pushed open the door to a room at the end, the motion practiced and routine. She smiled as she stepped back to let me pass.

— 

“I’ll bring you a cup of broth right away. It’ll help warm you up,” she said, closing the door.

I looked around and began to unpack my suitcase. Everything I’d kept from my previous life was in there. The room was small but clean. The walls, an aged white, seemed to have held more silences than words. A thick wool bedspread with geometric patterns from another era covered a single bed by the window, which offered stunning views of the promenade and the estuary. Outside, the leaden sky of Mugardos blanketed everything with that constant mist that seemed to float even inside the houses.

I stood for a moment, shoulder leaning against the wall, taking in the space like someone sizing up a refuge after a storm. I didn’t need more. Excess only wore me out.

A faded pine table sat next to an electric heater. I sat down and began setting up, without ceremony, what would be my command center. I took out my laptop, the black-covered notebook where I jotted notes when I didn’t trust technology, a couple of pens, and the small portable WiFi antenna I’d brought from Madrid—my attempt to keep some connection to the real world. Losing that would be like severing my last umbilical cord.

I turned on the computer, opened a folder of unfinished work, and closed it again. I had neither the strength nor the will. That improvised desk struck me as a poor altar, where some solitary, faithless mass would be held.

I kicked off my soaked shoes, leaving them against the wall, slipped on my travel slippers, and headed to the bathroom. A tile was cracked near the faucet, and the mirror had a dark stain in the corner, like a shadow that refused to disappear. I turned on the shower, waited for the water to reach a bearable warmth, and took my time undressing. I felt the water strike my back, a deserved punishment, a kind of atonement. I braced one hand against the wall, letting the water run over the back of my neck, washing away the sweat from the journey, the last images of Madrid, and whatever fragments still remained of me.

When I stepped out, wrapped in a rough towel that smelled faintly of lavender, I found a surprise on the table: a steaming cup. It was porcelain with red flowers, clearly out of place amid the austerity of everything else. The smell was unmistakable: consommé—hot, thick, almost maternal.

	— 	“To help you settle in, Mr. Castellanos,” came Herminia’s voice from behind the door.
	— 	“Thank you,” I replied.


There was no response. Only the faint creaking of her slow steps retreating down the wooden hallway. I sat before the cup, took a spoonful, and the taste hit me like a memory that wasn’t mine. Warmth, salt, stillness.

That was my first real contact with Mugardos. A clean broth. A silence. And an elderly woman who, without saying another word, had done more for me in that instant than anyone else had in months. It had been an impulsive decision—too impulsive. I had grown weary of life in Madrid. I was exhausted by Patricia’s endless deception and infidelity, by the constant emergence of new evidence pointing to countless lovers. By her complete lack of empathy toward me. By the sophistication of her lies, the falsehoods, and that life built on fake posturing. I saw the life I’d recently fled as a nightmare stained with drugs, false friendships, and above all, lies upon lies. The stench of big cities. The pretense that hung over me every morning before I walked into my office. My situation terrified me, shamed me, saddened me. I needed a rebirth—or at least a baptism into a new life, far from all those vices, rumors, and lies. But I hadn’t let myself hope too much. The world wasn’t going to stop turning just to accommodate my wishes. The only option left was to leave forever, in search of some dubious salvation.

I had begun suffering recurring nightmares. I dreamed of Patricia naked among men, surrendered to her infidelities. I stood in the middle of the office while Beatriz, my closest ally at the company, watched me with an intense, almost malicious smile. In the glass-walled offices, the other employees watched Patricia lost in lust, glancing at me now and then with disappointment and contempt. And there I was, wrenched out of time itself, watching it all without knowing what to do. I was alone, screaming in terror amid indifferent spectators. I fled from the spectacle of their obscene couplings. I ran through the offices, deafened by the cacophony of their screams. Then I would wake up drenched in sweat, tangled in the sheets, trembling from the impact of so much obscenity.

In the end, I became unrecognizable to myself—a stranger in my own skin. Even my heart felt hostile. I had the sensation of cracking apart, of shattering into pieces. I knew that if I didn’t calm down, gather up whatever salvageable pieces of myself remained, and put them back together, I risked going mad—committing some act of total negation and abandoning all hope of existence. Then something strange happened, a coincidence that, even now, amazes me as much as it surprises me.

It happened one morning—one of the worst I can remember—when all my wife’s games were coming to light. Consumed by my dark mood, I wandered aimlessly near the company headquarters, through that world where harried executives, delivery drivers, and constant rushing all bear witness to the shitty lives we lead. I walked with my eyes fixed on the wet sidewalk, lost in my own misery. Then I heard a voice call my name. Surprised and annoyed at having my gloomy thoughts interrupted, I looked up.

It was one of my best friends who had called out to me. One of the few real ones. Mateo had been one of the few who never asked me for anything. He wasn’t after my contacts, didn’t want to become a partner, had no interest in showing up at executive lunches. We’d met at university, in the hallways of the Polytechnic, though neither of us finished that degree. I went into civil engineering, and he… well, life took him down other paths. He devoted himself to literary translation—a quiet existence, almost invisible. We’d run into each other again by chance, right there on the street. We recognized each other with a certain enthusiasm, as if we’d known it was inevitable we’d cross paths again in that exact spot.

— “My God! Fernando!”



We grabbed coffee at a café. And that’s when it happened. I can’t explain it any other way. He didn’t give me any brilliant advice, didn’t push me, didn’t offer me refuge. He just looked at me after listening in silence for more than half an hour.

— 
“Why don’t you just leave it all behind?” he said at last.



Just like that. No emphasis. As if he were asking whether I wanted more sugar. I stared at him, not understanding. He went on, his voice still level:

	— 	“That’s no life you’re living. You’re trapped in some kind of malignant inertia. Get out of here, Fernando. Leave. There’s nothing tying you down here. You can manage your department from anywhere. Companies like yours encourage remote work. You’d only have to travel occasionally for meetings. Get out of this shitty fake life you’re stuck in.”


He told me about Mugardos as if recounting a dream. He described its foggy mornings, the silent port, the bars where they still serve wine in cups, the salty cold that clears your head of all thought. He said I could start over there, if such a thing even existed.


“Better that than throwing myself off the Viaduct, right?”



Saying this, I was only echoing a phrase he used to use back in our student days, when his grades reminded him how tough engineering degrees were. He burst out laughing, and so did I. With sadness and surprise, I realized it had been a long time since I’d laughed like that. I invited him to lunch at a restaurant near my office, and there we ate a decent set lunch, drank bad wine, and talked about the days when Fernando Castellanos was a budding engineer, and when Mateo Álvarez wandered through the bars of Malasaña as a novice writer, chasing an elusive muse. A muse that finally gave him the slip and led him to become a certified translator.

He told me he’d inherited a little house in a Galician town called Mugardos and that he’d spent the previous summer there, making the repairs needed to stay for long stretches. I laid out my recent troubles and told him about the torment my life with Patricia had become. About the shamelessness of her behavior. He listened in silence, only breaking it with terse comments and pointed questions. When I finished, he poured himself another glass of wine and delivered his diagnosis with the flair of the playwright he’d always had inside him:

		“Sometimes we get tired even of what we like. Imagine how we feel about what we don’t! Then the moment comes—the moment to set out on the path.”
		“What path? Don’t ramble, Mateo.”
		“The path that will lead you to be reborn. Get out of here, man,” he said again.


I stayed silent for a few moments, my eyes fixed on him. Then he made me the offer.

		“Go to my house. You can stay as long as you want. The place is sitting empty. You can pay me a token rent and everyone’s happy.”
		“I appreciate it. That’s very generous of you. But I don’t know if that’s what I need.”
		“It’s nothing, man. It’s just that I don’t like what I see… I always thought your wife wasn’t right for you… She was too superficial. Too hung up on money and appearances.”
		“And too fond of getting into other people’s beds…” I said bitterly.


Mateo looked down but said nothing. There’s little to say to a man who openly admits his wife is cheating on him.

		“Let me think about it.”
		“Sure, but decide soon or you won’t do anything. If you decide to go, just give me some notice. The old water pipes need some repairs, and that’ll take time.”


It only took me a few days to work up the will to make one of the most important decisions of my life, but Patricia’s dissolute lifestyle and her constant humiliations made the choice for me. What we had was over, almost before it had begun. With my decision made, I set my inner compass and started down the path toward that necessary liberation.

I hadn’t been born in warm country. Although I’d spent my whole life in the bright cities of the Mediterranean coast and finally in Madrid, I’d been born on the shores of the Cantabrian Sea, and I should have been used to the northern climate. But here I saw wet streets, puddles that never dried, green pastures, and a low, overcast sky that matched my mood perfectly. I’d only done what Mateo had suggested: I got out.
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		“How long are you planning to stay here, Mr. Castellanos?” my new landlady asked when I came downstairs, freshly showered and in a frame of mind better suited to my new reality.
		“I’m not sure,” I answered. “I’m waiting for some repairs to be finished on the house where I’ll be moving in. As soon as they give me a finish date, I’ll let you know for certain. Is there a problem?”
		“No, none at all,” she replied. “I just like to know. I’m getting on in years, and I usually call my granddaughter to help me clean the rooms. She works at a nursing home and has to arrange her schedule to come over.”
		“Well, then tell her I’ll be staying at least through this week. If my stay ends up being longer, I’ll give you plenty of notice.”
		“Perfect, then. For now, you’ll settle in here. I’ll tell Fani to come every morning to make up your room. We’ll have a chance to talk more over dinner. You are having dinner here, right?” She looked at me with raised eyebrows.


Logic said a quick dinner at the guesthouse would be better than wandering around looking for somewhere to eat, but in my circumstances, I could afford the luxury of ignoring what prudence or logic demanded.

		“If you don’t mind, I’d rather go out. I feel like exploring the town and taking a walk.”
		“In that case, I’ll give you a set of keys. I go to bed early, so you’ll be able to come and go as you please.”


She shook her head but didn’t seem upset.

		“Normally, at this time of year I wouldn’t even have the guesthouse open, but ever since they opened the gas plant, I get the occasional guest. People who come to work short stints. If they’re planning to stay longer, they usually rent an apartment.”


She spoke with a confidence I found reassuring. It wasn’t until later, once it was clear I’d be staying, that she admitted the regasification plant had been a real boost for the town.


“And may I ask what brought you here, Mr. Castellanos?”



For a moment, I thought about lying to her, but in the end I decided not to start my new life with lies or half-truths. I took a moment before answering; the truth was, I still hadn’t given it much thought. I’d set out on this journey without really thinking it through. I wanted to escape from a place and people whose presence had become too painful.

		“You could say I’m running away,” I said. “Running from a failed marriage, from friendships built on self-interest and lies, and from a completely superficial life. I’m looking for a quiet place where I can take back control of my life.”
		“Well then, there you have it,” she said sternly, though with a hint of uncertainty. “You’ve probably found the perfect place for that. Mugardos is a quiet town. Here you can walk, relax, and clear your head of whatever’s been weighing on you.”


She opened a drawer in the kitchen table and handed me the keys to the house. She explained the hours and the guesthouse rules.

		“Dinner is usually at nine-thirty, provided the guests want to eat here. Just let me know ahead of time. Did you bring more luggage?”
		What I brought with me. That’s all there is. The rest of my things are still in Madrid.


She looked surprised and smiled with an unexpected hint of embarrassment.

— “Well, you certainly travel light,” she said.



The warmth of the room seemed to close in on me. I nodded and said:

	— 	“It’s better this way. None of those things, except the car, held any special meaning for me. And if they did, it would only be negative. I did the right thing by leaving it all behind.”
	— 	“In any case, I don’t think today is a good day to explore the area. In winter, with rain, and on a Thursday, everything will be closed. Tomorrow, since it’s the weekend, places will stay open later. Forgive me for insisting—do what you want—but you should have dinner here.”


I finally gave in and stayed to have dinner with her. I sat at the kitchen table. It was a cold, damp night; outside, strong gusts of wind rattled the windows, battered by the rain. I leaned my head back and closed my eyes. The moon looked like an asymmetrical disk ringed by a white halo. From time to time, the sky cleared and let me see it completely. I tried to focus on its contours. My gaze drifted down toward the lights on the other side of the estuary. The dark sea was a black expanse, broken only by the faint, almost imperceptible light of a small boat. In summer, it would probably be a pleasant view, even at night, but at that moment, staring into the impenetrable blackness, I felt a deep unease.

After a light dinner, during which we barely broke the silence between us, Herminia returned with a small glass of reddish liquid.

	— 	“Try this. It’s cherry liqueur, a local specialty. I make it myself with cherries picked in September. This batch is from last year,” she explained.


My phone buzzed softly. In my inbox, a familiar address—and an immediate urge to open it. My heart raced, a slight stab of anguish in the pit of my stomach. I excused myself to Herminia and hurried up to my room, anxious to read it.

Subject: Do you really think you can do this?

Fernando,

I just got home and I still can’t believe it. Not a call, not a decent explanation. Just silence and abandonment. You packed our years together into a suitcase and left them behind, just like that.

A week to leave the house? Disappear without saying anything? Do you think I’m some intruder in your life and not the woman who’s been with you since all this began? Didn’t I make sacrifices too? Didn’t I deserve a conversation, a goodbye, an answer?

But of course, it’s easier to run than to face what you’ve built. More comfortable to pack your bags, sell the house below value, and take off like a coward than to own your failures.

Because yes, Fernando: you failed too. A lot. Don’t forget that.

You’re not going to leave me stranded. I’m not going to let you leave me with nothing. I’m not some stranger who crossed your path by chance. Whether you like it or not, there are things that belong to me. Things I’ve earned by putting up with everything—and by keeping quiet.

And I’m not going to keep quiet anymore.

You have properties, accounts. And even though we’re married with separation of assets, that doesn’t free you from your moral responsibility. Or your human one. Because even though you’re playing the tortured soul now, the modern martyr, we all know you love wrapping yourself in that victim role to justify the unjustifiable.

For my part, I’m going to talk to my lawyer.

I have no intention of groveling, Fernando. But I’m not going to stay silent either.

Patricia

I sat there absorbed, staring at the screen, reading and rereading that email. The words seemed to float over the white background, dripping with that elegant hypocrisy only Patricia had mastered. There was art in her venom. A cold, perfumed venom. She was hurt, of course. But not from love. From pride. Because this time, I wasn’t the one left waiting.

I felt a sharp stab in my stomach. The kind that hit me every time I remembered being stupid, in love, faithful. A chill ran through me. It seemed even the heat from the stove surrendered to Patricia’s rot, which still lived inside me.

The memory came unbidden, as always. The first time was with Carlos. One of my top people at the company. After finding out he might be sleeping with Patricia, I found them in my house, in my bedroom—sweaty, breathing hard, drinks in hand. Patricia was beside him. She still had part of the red lingerie on, and she didn’t even bother to hide it. She looked at me as if I were an intruder, an unwelcome guest. Carlos said nothing. He dressed slowly and left. I barely said a word. I just turned and waited for him to go. It seemed silence was the best way to bury a filthy truth. The next day, Carlos was looking for work, and I was looking for a way out of that discovery that had nearly killed me.

It wasn't the sex that destroyed me—it was her laughter when I opened the door. That laughter without guilt, without fear. She held my gaze while she pulled up her panties. And then she said:

“

This is what happens when you stop looking at what sleeps beside you at home.”

That phrase had been clawing at me ever since. It had blinded me. I had trusted, I had gambled on a shared life, and she had stripped me naked in public, slowly, with malice. And now she was demanding justice. Justice. What a hollow word from someone who only knew how to hide behind lies.

It wasn't about the money. She could keep whatever she wanted. The furniture, the paintings, the dresses and outfits I'd bought her for the charity galas we attended to pose, not to help. She could sell the perfumes, the silver goblets, or the engagement ring. She could hold a yard sale of our entire life. I didn't care.

What hurt was the audacity. That way she had of rewriting history, of transforming herself into a victim, of forgetting every night I lay awake in cold hotels in distant cities while she stumbled home drunk from questionable parties. Her amnesia was a crime. And I was the corpse she now disowned.

I shut off my phone with a sharp jab. The thud as I dropped it on the table echoed through the room. I lay down on the bed fully dressed. I didn't even take off my shoes. I stared at the damp ceiling, trying not to cry. Not for her. For myself.

“You won't see a euro,” I told myself. Teeth clenched, stomach churning with anguish. “Not a cent. Not while I have blood in my veins.” “You won't even see the dust from under the rugs.”

For every lie she threw in my face, for every night she pretended to be asleep, for every time she laughed at me with other men, for every day she looked at me with barely disguised pity, with the contempt of a worn-out doll who fancied herself an empress… for all of that, no. No.

I got up from the bed with old rage, with the fury of someone who had let himself be humiliated for too long just to avoid breaking the toy. I paced the room. My hands were frozen, my chest packed with ice. I felt empty and anguished. But I was alive. And worst of all: I was starting to wake up.

“No. You're not touching anything. Let her talk to her lawyer. Let her hire legions of robed rodents, let's see if any of them can extract a gram of compassion from me. What's mine is mine. And what's hers is her dirty bed, her gym lovers, and her war paint.”

“I've paid her enough over the years. With shame. With my silence as a respectable cuckold. Now it's my turn to collect. Let them take me to court if they have to. Let them fire me from the world of executives with matching ties. Let them talk about me at company dinners. Let them say I went crazy, that I went north to grow moss. I don't care. I'm tired of being polite. Of swallowing it all. Of pretending to hold the moral high ground while they shatter my soul from within. No more. Not again. It's over. I don't want revenge either. That's for those who still love something. I don't love anymore. I have nothing left that can bleed without dying. What I want is justice. But not the justice of judges or notaries. Mine. The justice of a man who has regained control of his ship's helm, even if he runs it aground on the rocks on purpose.”

I went back to bed and pulled the blanket up to my neck. I was freezing. But I slept.

Despite everything, I woke up feeling like I hadn't slept at all. My body felt heavy, and my soul—if I still had any of that left—had shrunk. The morning light came through the window halfheartedly. It seemed Mugardos had conspired with my mood not to bother me with unnecessary cheerfulness.

I looked at myself in the bathroom mirror: I had the face of a fresh corpse. The dark circles weren't shadows—they were a confession. My skin seemed to have surrendered, and my eyes no longer searched for anything. They were just there, serving their sentence. I splashed water on my face without faith, trying to erase the traces of an existence, not just a bad night.

I turned on the laptop out of inertia, like someone opening a dead man's coffin to make sure he's still inside. There were no new emails. Patricia's was still there, glowing in the inbox. I didn't respond. I let it burn in its own bile. And I closed the lid.

At eight-thirty, I went down to the kitchen. The guesthouse smelled of toasted bread, old firewood, and honest dampness. A dense aroma, like an old house where ghosts still live, but where the living have learned to coexist with them. The owner, Herminia, was waiting for me with a steaming cup in her hands. Her fingers were small and gnarled. Her eyes were two coals that still sparked despite the weight of her years.

	“	Here, son,” she said without asking anything. “Fresh coffee. I've got toast too. But you won't find any store-bought pastries here. Everything's natural, none of that greasy junk.”


I sat down across from her, obedient. The coffee tasted like home, though I no longer knew quite what that was. She watched me in silence for a few seconds. Then she spoke with that village voice that doesn't forgive, that doesn't negotiate, but that doesn't betray either.

	“	You look like death. One of those who still walk and pay taxes, but dead all the same. Don't tell me anything. I already know. Woman, betrayal, rage. The usual. Not many like you come here, but some do. They're looking for a new beginning. Not all of them leave better than they arrived… but some do.”


I said nothing. There was no need.

	— 	“Want to know the remedy?” she asked, without giving me time to answer. “Work hard. Like a beast. Until you sweat out your soul. Drink little, just enough. Wine comforts at first, but then it torments you. And above all… find someone to repair you. To mend you. To put up with you. Because, even if you don’t like hearing it, the best way to get over one woman is to get under another.”


I stared at the coffee. It looked like a mirror. I saw myself floating in there, like an unclaimed piece of meat.

— “I’m not looking for anyone,” I muttered.



She shrugged, with a smile that knew more than it said.

	— 	“Yeah. That’s what you all say. Until someone comes along and your rage melts away like sugar in hot milk.”


Herminia wasn’t tender. She wasn’t sweet. But she was truth. All of her. And that was something I hadn’t felt in a long time.

	— 	“I don’t want love,” I said.
	— 	“And who’s talking about love?” she replied, almost mockingly. “I’m talking about survival.”


She got up slowly, like a tired but sturdy oak, and went back to her chores. She left me alone, with the warmth of the coffee and the idea that, perhaps, it wasn’t too late to salvage what hadn’t been completely destroyed.

I didn’t want another woman. Or another beginning. But something inside me, an almost forgotten part, longed not to be so alone. Even if only to have someone I could tell not to touch my scars.
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The next morning, after paying for the guesthouse for the whole week, I took the road toward the village of Maniños, where Mateo had his house. My sports car's engine roared with restrained violence, as if it had been waiting days, weeks, years for this exact moment. The last remnant of vanity from a life I'd left behind—but too precious to sell off cheap. I shoved the gearshift forward with deliberate roughness, and the car, that beast of polished metal and expensive leather, responded with everything it had.

Traffic was light, and after pushing the car past sixty on that narrow road, I held it there, wanting to drive the rage out of my head. I barely noticed my gaze settling on the green landscape—tall eucalyptus and pines with feathery crowns, ivy climbing the rocks, knee-high weeds choking the ditches.

The road winding from Maniños to Mugardos opened before me like a fresh wound. Wet asphalt, moss-covered edges, curve after curve traced with the precision of a knife. And there I was, behind the wheel, free in a world that belonged to me—at least for six miles.

I floored the accelerator with fury, without rationality or hope. The way you bite your tongue when you want to cry, so no one notices. The engine roared and surged forward. Every curve was a threat. But I felt no fear.

The top was down, the wind hammering my face. The cold cut through my jacket, tearing at my skin. But it kept me alive. At least alive enough not to think about Patricia, or her lies, or her poisonous email, or the life I'd left behind with a suitcase and a signature.

I took a sharp curve, barely slowing down. The tires skidded slightly, the chassis tilted, but the car responded. I had control. Me—not the lawyers or the divorce judges. It was mine, not hers.

There was something deeply erotic about the risk. In the roar of the engine when I wrung it out like I was squeezing a gasoline orgasm from it. In the dirty tingle that climbed through my groin as I blew past slower cars, their drivers watching me go by with a mix of envy and horror.

The coast flickered on my left, brief flashes between the trees. The sea, gray and mysterious, seemed to mock my speed. I didn't care. I was the one setting the pace on that road. I'd never felt so free. Or so close to disaster.

The road narrowed before Maniños. I slowed down. The engine's roar dropped to the deep purr of a satisfied animal. I felt my body again. My fingers ached from gripping the wheel so hard. My temples throbbed.

I entered the village, which was little more than four houses joined by cobblestone streets. Mateo's house rose with the quiet dignity of something ancient, asking no permission, offering no apology. Rough stone, damp, speckled with lichen and moss. The sloped roof, covered in tiles blackened by years, looked ready to collapse—and yet it endured. The windows, few and small, were framed in splintered wood with a patina that only years of humidity could create. One shutter hung from a single hinge.

It was large. Not luxurious, but ruled by disorder and a touch of neglect. It had a chaotic air about it. As if it had been built in phases, without plans or architects, only with the stubbornness of someone who needs shelter. The main door creaked before I even touched it, announcing its age. When I pushed it open, the interior smelled of dampness and another era. There was no decoration. Only the essentials: bare stone floors, a fireplace in the center, thick cold walls. The rooms were spacious but empty, with something of an abandoned convent about them. I saw it as a voluntary prison.

Behind the house lay a walled plot, protected from curious eyes. The stone wall—old, irregular, with no visible mortar—separated the property from the rest of the world. A solid barrier, thick with ivy. Inside, the grass grew wild, a violent green, with that damp fury only Galicia knows. It wasn't a garden, and it wasn't countryside: it was something else. Something forgotten.

A few trees needed pruning. Three twisted chestnuts, one of them half dead, and an apple tree that seemed to have survived out of sheer stubbornness. It reminded me of the one my father had at his house in Cantabria. In one corner stood a stone table covered with dry leaves from a vine arbor, as if no one had sat there for years. The wind blew through the branches with a low, constant whistle.

Nothing shone. Nothing gleamed. But everything had soul. The kind of soul that can't be bought, can't be manufactured—only earned with the passage of years. There, I felt insignificant and, for the first time in a long time, safe.

Inside, the house was a sanctuary of stone and aged wood. The first thing you noticed upon entering was the change in temperature: a thick coolness, heavy with centuries and ancient smoke. The ground floor was paved with irregular slabs of dark slate, the joints worn by the footsteps of generations long gone. The thick walls alternated exposed stone with sections of lime that cracked here and there. Overhead, heavy chestnut beams crossed the room from side to side. Some bore the marks of old hooks, from which hams, tools, or oil lamps had perhaps once hung.

The air smelled of dry wood, old ash, and dampness. The windows were small and deep. They let light in patchily, casting irregular shapes on the floor. Some didn't close all the way, and the wind slipped through the cracks with a constant whistle.

At the center of the house, the kitchen still held an ancestral lareira. An open hearth with a stone hood rising to the ceiling, blackened by decades of soot. Beside it, like a foreign body embedded in tradition, stood an electric oven, a silver refrigerator, a modern ceramic cooktop. Everything clean, recently installed. Mateo had renovated, yes, but without destroying the soul of the house. The sink, carved from stone, had a stainless steel faucet. Beside it, a well-used cutting board, a rusty knife. The worm-eaten wooden cupboard held bottles of local wine and mismatched plates.

The living room was a pleasant cube of shadows. A fireplace that took up half the back wall, with half-burned logs still inside, presided from its stone throne. Two antique armchairs in faded upholstery flanked a low table of solid oak. Dust covered it. Near one of the windows sat a simple but charming writing desk, where someone—Mateo, surely—had left a notebook, a cup with dried coffee rings, and a dead flashlight.

The wooden stairs creaked under the slightest weight. They led up to a long hallway, where the rooms lined up like cells in a hive. In the master bedroom: a bed with a metal-bar headboard, a sagging mattress, a thick gray wool blanket, and a built-in wardrobe with a door that wouldn't close right. In one corner, a cast iron stove looked recently installed. There was another empty room with lighter wood flooring. From upstairs, you could see the back wall and the trees swaying slowly.

Everything seemed on the verge of collapse, yet holding on with the stubbornness of something that refuses to die. It was a living house. Wounded, but alive. Like me.

The sound of the workers filled the air. A damp cold hung everywhere, as if rising from the very belly of the earth. I had slept poorly—barely a few hours. A quiet, thick insomnia, broken only by a distant dog barking and the creak of wood every time I turned in bed.

The sun hadn't fully broken through the shadows yet when I heard the first sharp thud against the bathroom stone.

I looked out the kitchen window. Three men were already there. One of them, burly with a weathered face, gave instructions with the calm authority of someone who'd been doing this work his whole life. He was the foreman. He wore a corduroy jacket with worn elbows and a half-dead cigarette dangling from his lips like it belonged there. His name was Xacobe.

	— 	“Bos días, Don Fernando,” he said when he saw me come in, shaking my hand with a firm but measured grip. “Don’t worry. We’ll have this good as new—or at least good enough that the house won’t flood on you.”
	— 	“Is it that bad?”
	— 	“The pipes are old, sir. Nothing’s been changed here since...” He looked up, as if calculating against the clouds.


I nodded in silence. There was something about Xacobe that inspired confidence. He wasn’t in a hurry, but he wasn’t uncertain either. One of those men who don’t waste time on long explanations but understand their work with an almost intuitive precision. I followed him along the side of the house, where they’d already lifted part of the stone floor. The earth was wet and black. It reeked of rust and rotted roots.

	— 	“Here, look.” He pointed into a narrow trench. “This is lead. Very old. The pressure makes the joints blow. Here, here, and here,” he said, marking points with the tip of a screwdriver—points that were indistinguishable to me.
	— 	“And the solution?”
	— 	“New pipe, polyethylene. But we have to keep digging. There are leaks too, and we’re finding everything’s been spliced together any which way. Looks like a blind man did the plumbing.”


The day passed in a blur of hammers, saws, dull thuds, and gruff voices speaking Galician. I stayed in the main room with my laptop open but made no progress on my work. I got up every so often, looked out the window, and watched the patio turn into a trench of mud and torn-up stones. At noon, Xacobe walked into the house without knocking.

— 

“Got a beer?” he asked with the ease of a man who’d walked through plenty of other people’s doors.

I checked the fridge. Early as it was, I handed him a bottle. He drank it straight from the neck in one long gulp.

	— 	“You can tell you’re not from around here,” he said, looking at me over the bottle. “You’ve got city eyes. Always rushing, never really seeing.”
	— 	“Is that good or bad?”
	— 	“Bad if you want to stay. Good if you’re just here to hide from something.”


I smiled for the first time in days. Xacobe looked at me but didn’t smile back. Then he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and got back to work. The sound of the hammer resumed. Rhythm. Noise. Rupture.

By late afternoon, they had already replaced part of the main network. The old pipes lay to one side of the path, blackened, twisted. The ground looked even messier than when we’d started. But I knew—for the first time in a long while—that this chaos was necessary. That before the water could flow clear again, all the rot had to be torn out.
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I still had a while before bed, so I went down to the tavern and sat at a table by the window, ordered a beer, and watched people stroll along the main promenade. The owner, a guy with droopy eyelids and a tight-lipped expression, served me without a word. It didn't bother me. In fact, I welcomed the silence.

That's when the wooden door creaked open and a blond man walked in, passing by me with a curious glance and a nod. First came the sharp thud of his boots on the terrazzo tiles. Then his figure emerged. He was an imposing man. With long blond hair, he gave off a sense of restrained violence. He took a spot at the far end of the bar, watching everything with pale, feline eyes.

He'd been there about five minutes when the bar started filling up with customers coming in for end-of-day drinks. I immediately recognized one of the fishermen who had pointed me toward the guesthouse the day I arrived in town. He ordered a pitcher of beer and sat on a high stool with his back to me, next to the blond man. At that moment I had no desire to talk to him or anyone else, so I leaned to one side and turned my attention back to the street. When I'd finished my beer, I noticed the fisherman was talking to the tall blond. He called him Juan Carlos. They were speaking in low voices, their conversation animated. Apart from the occasional furtive glance in my direction, I had no reason to be suspicious, but I couldn't shake a certain unease at being watched.

They were drinking heavily, one beer after another. They talked at a leisurely pace, knowledgeably, about the weather ahead, about fishing grounds that seemed tapped out, and others that looked promising. They switched between Galician and Spanish, occasionally ribbing the tavern owner with off-color jokes.

He was tall and built like a tank. His blond hair, streaked with silver, was pulled back in a ponytail. His face was dominated by intense blue eyes, framed by deep lines, that gleamed like rusty nails driven into a wet plank. His brow was permanently furrowed, as if the whole world smelled bad to him. Despite all this, he had a certain rugged appeal—the kind that would surely make him popular with the town's women. His pale eyes seemed to size up everything around him with a mix of disdain and calculation. He wore quality clothes, but slightly rumpled. His whole look said he could clean up if he wanted to, but he didn't want to. It wasn't sloppiness; it was arrogance. The ponytail revealed a broad forehead, and the two-day stubble only reinforced the presence of a man who knows his worth and isn't afraid to show it. Every gesture—every tilt of the head, every measured step—spoke of confidence and power.

There was something in his gaze that made you feel small without him saying a word. He was a man accustomed to doors opening for him, to other people's words being little more than background noise. And yet, there was a strange, almost unsettling magnetism about him: you might like him or hate him, but he always left an impression.

His weathered hands hung from strong arms. His skin was a deep bronze, earned through years of wind and salt spray. You could tell from a mile away he'd spent most of his life working outdoors. He leaned against the bar with his full weight, looked at the bartender, and said in a deep, resonant voice that seemed to rise from the bottom of his lungs:

“Pour me another pitcher, nice and cold, Manolo. None of those little glasses. A real one.”

He sat down without waiting for a response, the stool's thin wooden slats creaking under him. His eyes swept the room with the wariness of an old dog until they landed on me. I looked away immediately. He stared at me for a few seconds, his gaze a mix of disdain and appraisal.

“Another one from Madrid...” he muttered to the bartender without bothering to lower his voice.

I hadn't looked at him directly yet. Now I raised my head. I met his gaze with the calm of someone who's seen worse things in mirrors, but I didn't take the bait.

Juan Carlos drank his beer like his life depended on it. Then he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

	“	People from the capital are always the same. They roll up in their new cars, asking for a table without a reservation, looking down their noses at us. But we don't live off their crumbs here. Here we work from sunup to sundown. Here we haul in the nets, rain or shine.” He spat the words out, glancing at the owner and his drinking buddies for confirmation.


He kept talking as if I weren't there. His words were bitter, heated, full of resentment:

	“	They don't know anything about what we went through here when Astano closed, or when the sea started dying after the Prestige. But now they come for their emotional tourism, their foodie getaways, to heal their sorrows in a place they've ignored their whole lives. Today they eat seafood, tomorrow they'll want to buy a house. Tired of Madrid, they say.”


Manolo served him another pitcher in silence. Juan Carlos downed it in one long pull, his eyes never leaving me.

	“	Hey, city boy, you planning to stick around long?” he asked suddenly, finally looking at me directly, with a crooked half-smile that felt more like a warning than a courtesy.


A thick silence fell over the tavern.

As the hours passed and the beers kept coming, I noticed they weren’t laughing as much anymore. Their conversation had lost its edge. The jokes they cracked were brief, constant, and full of hidden meanings I couldn’t grasp—the kind passed down from man to man, generation to generation. They stayed alert to every conversation and murmur in the place. Even in moments of rest, they remained vigilant, not letting any comment slip by, however slight, that might offend them. It was obvious he was looking for trouble. He was provoking me, so I answered with all the firmness I could muster:



“I haven’t decided yet. Why?” I replied, trying to seem relaxed.

My father, who was a much wiser man than I would ever be, used to say that the truth about a man is always found in the last beer he drinks. There’s a flaw in this statement, as there is in all sayings and popular wisdom, and the sooner you realize it, the better. The bottle, the alcohol—it reveals the truth, but you can never know for certain if it’s the truth the drunk thinks he knows, or the truth itself. And there’s an abyss between one and the other. I knew from experience that this type of man got aggressive with alcohol.

He approached me slowly.



“You’re the one staying at Herminia’s boarding house?” he asked, getting straight to the point.

I nodded. I half-rose out of politeness and extended my hand.

“Fernando Castellanos.”



He shook it with a grip that bordered on painful.

		“Juan Carlos Sanmartín,” he said, sitting down across from me without asking. He pointed to the man behind him. “And this is Toño, a fisherman who works for me—or with me. Quieter than me, and a worse fisherman too.”


Toño nodded with a lopsided smile and sat down beside him, knowing they didn’t need him for the important conversations but still wanting to be close.

Juan Carlos signaled the bartender and ordered three beers.

		“I don’t like drinking alone, or buying rounds without a reason. But curiosity gets the better of me. A city boy in Mugardos… in the dead of winter. You don’t see that every day. Are you here for work? The gas plant?”


I drank half my glass before answering.

		“No. It’s personal. I’m trying to shed some heavy baggage—things I want to leave behind,” I said.


His expression shifted. He approved of my answer, or maybe not. With this guy, it was impossible to tell if he was offering a hand or setting a trap.

		“That’s good. We don’t have much here, but there’s no shortage of places to put yourself back together. Fair warning, though: some of us don’t have patience for outsiders who come looking for redemption without understanding where we come from.”
		“I’m not looking for redemption,” I said, my tone serious. “I’m looking for silence. And to be left alone.”


We raised our glasses without clinking them. It was more pact than courtesy. His grayish eyes locked onto mine.

When the round arrived, I insisted on paying for the next one. He accepted with a curt nod, no theatrics. You could tell he understood the codes. Toño stayed quiet, a dumb smile fixed on his lips, taking everything in but not saying a word.

		“So what do you do, Fernando?” Juan Carlos asked, taking a drink.
		“I’m an engineer at a construction company.”
		“Of course,” he said, as if confirming something he already knew. “Another one of those guys who works without getting his hands dirty.”
		“Not my hands, no. But my head, definitely. It’s a high-pressure job. The competition is tough. And you? Fisherman?”
		“I was. Pride kept me at it,” he replied bluntly. “Now I run the Mugardos Fish Market. I supervise the daily fish and seafood auctions. I coordinate the unloading of boats, quality control, and catch registration. I also have a company: Mariscos do Atlántico, S.L. We export to high-end restaurants in Madrid and Barcelona, and even abroad.”


He said it with pride, as if his business success made him influential and bolstered his public image: a “self-made man.”

An uncomfortable silence fell over the table. For a moment I thought that, despite all the clichés he’d trotted out so far, when it came to his business, he didn’t seem to care much whether his buyers were from Madrid or Catalonia.

I looked at his hands again, covered in small scars. The strength there wasn’t for show. It was the result of weather and hard work. The strength in my body, on the other hand, came from the gym and stress.

		“Have they treated you well around here?” he asked, without irony.
		“So far, yes. Nobody’s wanted to break my face yet.”
		“That can change,” Juan Carlos said, but without menace. More like a reminder of where I stood. “Are you going to stay around here long or not?” Juan Carlos repeated, this time in a lower voice, more restrained, almost cordial.


I looked up from my glass, measuring my words.



“I don’t know. It depends on whether I find the peace I’m looking for,” I replied without bitterness.

Juan Carlos smiled, and it was the smile of a man who knows he can crush another without getting his hands dirty.

		“That’s good. That you didn’t come running from Madrid to hide. The fog here doesn’t cover anything, you know? It only muffles things, like it does with sounds.”


This guy wasn’t just strength and resentment. Behind him there were books, old wounds, and maybe even some nobility. Or danger. Sometimes they were the same thing.

		“I haven’t come to hide,” I told him without changing my tone. “I’ve come to breathe, to get some air.”
		“And there’s no oxygen in Madrid?”
		“Not for certain lungs. And even less for certain souls.”


Juan Carlos took a slow sip of his beer. He seemed to take my words as a confession.

		“Then you’re screwed. Because the weather here doesn’t do much for your mood. At least not in winter.”
		“Maybe that’s for the best. I’m not looking for happiness either. I want to forget everything once and for all.”
		“I, on the other hand, collect. Names, gestures, experiences… And the occasional pretty glance, because not everything in this life is bad.” He leaned toward me. “Though I’ll admit, people from Madrid aren’t exactly my favorite. I don’t like arrogance or cockiness.”
	— 	“And what makes you think I’m one of those?” I replied, annoyed by the same tired cliché.
	— 	“The car out there. The watch you’re wearing… The way you ordered your beer. You’re not from here. You’re not even trying to look like you are. But that’s not what bothers me. What pisses me off is when someone wants to belong to a place without having lived through its problems. Without knowing them, without getting their hands dirty.”
	— 	“And what mud have you waded through?”
	— 	“Plenty, city boy. The kind that doesn’t wash off with hot water. The kind from the nets when they shred your hands. The kind from winter funerals when you have to walk down to the dock with rain streaming down your face. But I’ve also read Eco, and Valle Inclán, and Cunqueiro. Mud doesn’t make you less cultured. Just tougher.”


There was a moment of silence. Juan Carlos leaned back, finished his beer, and clicked his tongue.

	— 	“Castellanos, anyone can see from a mile away that you’re looking for something. But not everyone here wants the bottom of the sea stirred up. Disturb these depths and they turn murky, and we don’t like murky water around here. You lose sight of what’s down below.”


Juan Carlos held out his hand, as if it were a tacit agreement, a warning, or a challenge.

	— 	“Make sure the rising tide doesn’t catch you. This isn’t the Mediterranean you all love so much. Here, when the tide comes in or goes out, the water really moves.”


And he stood up with the bearing of an old oak, leaving some coins on the bar that clinked against the wood.

He smiled. Toño let out a quiet chuckle.

Then he headed for the exit, without another word.

	— 	“I’ll see you again, Castellanos.”
	— 	“I’m sure you will. It’s a small town,” I replied.




And he left, his footsteps echoing behind him, along with the lingering sense that I had just met a man who would either be a formidable enemy… or an uneasy ally. Perhaps both.
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It had been five minutes since I'd left Mateo's house in Maniños, and I decided to take the road toward Mugardos, but with a detour to familiarize myself with the area around town. I was driving slowly, finally enjoying the peaceful surroundings. The narrow road wound through meadows when I heard a long honk behind me. I checked the rearview mirror and saw a red Golf GTI coming up fast, with a woman at the wheel. There was a sharp curve ahead, so I braked to let the red car pass. When the woman passed me, I felt the rush of air against my side. I realized that to make it through the curve safely, she'd have to cut it tight and hug the shoulder. But she didn't. And about twenty meters from the sharpest part of the curve, a tractor loaded with firewood appeared from the opposite direction. She had to hug the shoulder even tighter, losing control of the vehicle as the wheels hit the gravel beside the road, and the little red sports car plunged down the slope, out of sight. I heard metal crashing against bushes, then harder impacts against the stone walls bordering the fields. The tractor had already disappeared at its leisurely pace without stopping, and I was the only one left to do whatever needed to be done.

With a knot in my stomach, I approached the accident site. The damage wasn't as great as I had feared at first. The tall grass and soft mud had kept the car from flipping and cushioned its impact against the stones. The left side was dented, crushed, and caked with mud, but the young driver was climbing out, apparently unharmed. She stood for a few moments, legs trembling, staring at the wrecked car, then sat down abruptly on the wet grass, dropping her head to her knees.

I got out and asked her:

		“Are you hurt?”
		“I'm a little dizzy, but I don't think it's anything serious. Please, leave me alone for a moment so I can calm down.” There was a certain accent in her voice that wasn't local. I couldn't see her face completely, but her hair was blonde, and her legs looked nice even in jeans. She completed her youthful look with white Adidas sneakers.


I stepped away. I went to the car, turned off the ignition, and returned to her side. She was sitting with her back straight, pushing her hair back. I saw a thin, pale face—probably from the shock. With obvious good sense, she admitted:

		“I was going too fast.”
		“I completely agree. Too fast for this road and in this weather.”
		“Do you think I'll be able to drive it back to Mugardos?” she said, pointing at the wrecked car.
		“No. The steering is damaged, but I can give you a ride. You can see a doctor there, take a painkiller, and call a tow truck.”
		“I don't need a doctor. I am a doctor. I haven't broken anything, and my neck doesn't hurt. But I'm sure I'll start shaking any moment now. Please, help me up. We should call the tow truck. I need the car on Monday.”
		“I doubt it'll be ready by Monday,” I replied, looking at the damage. “It's late, they won't do anything today, and tomorrow is Saturday.”


I helped her into my car, where she called the insurance company to have them pick up the car. Then she asked me:

		“Where were you headed?”
		“Nowhere in particular. I was just driving.”
		“So can you give me a ride?”
		“Yes, I’d be happy to.”
		“I suppose you drive more safely than I do. Could you wait for the tow truck to arrive? Hey, by the way, don’t you think it’s a little crazy to drive with the top down?” The words came tumbling out of her mouth, probably fueled by the obvious anxiety she was showing.
		“I’ve got nothing better to do,” I told her as I put the top up to shield us from the bone-chilling cold.


An hour later, the tow truck arrived and hauled her car away. After a quick exchange of information, we left, but not before going through one of those brief rituals of mutual introduction. Her name was Anabel Rodríguez, and she was a doctor at the town’s health center. I introduced myself simply as Fernando.

		“I was speeding because I was responding to a house call,” she said matter-of-factly, though with a warning edge, making it clear she wanted to dispel any notions I might have formed about her being a reckless driver.


I coughed a little and thought she had a nice figure and a really pretty face, and she couldn’t have been more than thirty-two yet—or thirty-five, maybe? But really, we didn’t have much to talk about, so I couldn’t help tugging at the only thread available:

		“Maybe you’re the best doctor in the area, and maybe your speed was more than justified to help a patient in trouble, but I have to tell you—you’re a terrible driver.”


Anabel had fastened her seatbelt with slightly trembling hands while I started the car and pulled away smoothly. The sound of the engine filled the cabin for a few seconds. Then, nothing but the hum of the tires on the wet asphalt.

		“It’s just that you drive like you’re in no hurry to get anywhere,” she said, looking out the window. “I sometimes have emergencies to deal with.”
		“And as you can see, you’ll get there later than if you’d driven carefully,” I said, needling her.


She gave a crooked smile, her lips still tense.

		“So you’re criticizing the way I drive?”
		“I’m not criticizing you. I’m stating a fact,” I told her, without raising my voice, with an almost smug calm. “You’re a terrible driver. The moment I saw you in my rearview mirror, I knew you were going to run off the road. Even before you passed me.”


She sighed long and deep.

		“It wasn’t a medical emergency. I don’t want to lie to you. I wasn’t going to save anyone’s life or perform open-heart surgery. I was running late. That’s all. Late to meet a friend. Pretty ridiculous, right?”
		“Yes. Pretty ridiculous.”
		“And you? Where were you headed, Fernando-with-no-last-name?”
	— 	“Nowhere. Just driving. When you’ve got nowhere to go, any road works.”


She let out a short laugh, as if it came out sideways.

	— 	“How dramatic.”
	— 	“You nearly killed yourself. I’d say I’m the least of your problems.”


A long, heavy silence followed. A brief stretch where the world shrank to the soft rumble of the engine, the wind whistling through the car’s gaps, and the smell of her perfume mingling with the damp mud caked on her sneakers.

	— 	“Something bothering you?” she asked suddenly, glancing over at me.
	— 	“Plenty. But I’m not the type to spill my life story to the first empty seat.”
	— 	“I’m not an empty seat. I’m a doctor, and I’m used to human filth,” she said haughtily. “You remind me of patients who show up at the ER claiming nothing’s wrong. That they tripped, it’s no big deal, they don’t want to be a bother. But when you lift their shirt, you find the bruise that’s been growing for days.”


I didn’t respond. I let the wheels carry us through the winding stretch. The sky, low and gray, seemed to press down on us. A pigeon shot across the road like an arrow.

	— 	“Do you always talk like this?” she asked.
	— 	“Like what?”
	— 	“Like everything’s a metaphor. Like you’ve got a narrator in your head describing your life in the imperfect tense.”
	— 	“Can’t help it. Existential deformity.”


She laughed, genuinely this time. Something in her voice had shifted—she’d loosened up a little.

	— 	“Well, Fernando…” she said, sounding relieved. “Thanks for picking me up. Even if you drive like you’re hauling a body to the cemetery.”


She went quiet. I felt her slowly turn her head toward me, but she said nothing. This time, the silence was uncomfortable.

	— 	“So what were you doing in Maniños?”
	— 	“I’m moving there. To a house that’s not quite ready yet. I was checking on the repairs before I can move in. I’m retiring from the world.”
	— 	“Why?”
	— 	“Because the world disgusted me.”
	— 	“And you think you’ll find a different world in Mugardos?”
	— 	“I don’t know. But at least there are no traffic jams here.”


Fog began settling over the road, so we climbed slowly, hoping it wouldn’t thicken.

We were wrapped in a ghostly silence, broken only by the sound of the engine.

Then, abruptly, we began to descend. The curves leading into town came into view. I parked in the same spot as always.

We got out and stood together, the only human beings in that magnificent solitude.

I remember understanding very clearly the nature of the impulse that drove so many to flee the confusion of cities, their injustices, their unhealthy filth. Being with that girl, I was gnawed by the memory of Patricia, her insolent infidelity.

I understood the lure of deserts and lonely places where a man could begin again. I understood the monks who withdrew from civilization seeking God or perhaps themselves. I was surprised to find myself wondering how my private terrors would end—in an explosive madness of frustration or in some imbecility where I would merely survive, without hope, trapped in the desolation I myself had sought. Anabel noticed my deep sadness and said:

	— 	“You’re thinking sad thoughts.”
	— 	“I am. Lately, all I think about are sad things.”
	— 	“Then leave the thoughts that torment you here and forget them forever.”
	— 	“I’ll try to follow your advice, doctor.”


Then she laughed. Her face suddenly lit up with youth and beauty, and I was glad she was by my side. At least I would have someone to talk to.

I asked her:

	— 	“Would you like to get a drink with me? I don’t think you’ll make your appointment on time. You had an appointment you’re not going to make now. And as I told you, I wasn’t going anywhere. Would you like to get something?”
	— 	“Is this a thank-you invitation for not killing you on the curve, or an impromptu date?”
	— 	“Impromptu date… Sounds great. I can’t remember the last time I had one.”


She hesitated for a moment, looking at the sea, the trembling reflection of the moored fishing boats. Then she nodded.

We entered a small place that smelled of damp wood and stale tobacco embedded in the walls, though no one smoked there anymore. A table near the window welcomed us with its faded blue checkered tablecloth.

	— 	“What would you like?” I asked.
	— 	“Well, I don’t know. It’s too early for a drink. Don’t you think?”
	— 	“Come on, order something.”




Finally she ordered a gin and tonic (“for the shock,” she said), and again fell silent—though this time the silence seemed to have a rhythm to it.

	— 	“I’ve never heard anyone talk about the world like that,” Anabel said, stirring her drink slowly. “With contempt, but also with sadness. You’d think you hated everything in your life.”
	— 	“Because that’s exactly it. We don’t hate what’s unfamiliar to us. Only what we once loved.”
	— 	“A woman?”
	— 	“One who ruined everything.”
	— 	“I understand. Or I pretend to understand.”


She took a long sip of her drink without blinking. Her profile was sharp, almost like that of an ancient sculpture. She stared at the fogged-up window. Then, as if the warmth of the alcohol had unlocked something, she began to speak.

	— 	“I’m not from here. Well, not exactly. My mother was from a town near Betanzos, but she left for Madrid when she was young. My father was from Madrid. I studied at the Complutense. Medicine. I was a good student. Very good, in fact. I could have gone to any of the big hospitals. Emergency medicine, cardiology, even research. But something about all of that felt like living in a fishbowl full of sharks. Lots of white coats and little soul.”
	— 	“And you decided to come to a port where the problems smell like sardines and the patients like sea salt.”
	— 	“Something like that. One day I got a call from here. Someone was on extended leave, and they had a temporary position. I thought about it for five minutes. I don’t know if it was an escape or a calling. But I came.”
	— 	“And you stayed?”
	— 	“Let’s say I was fed up with living in the city.”
	— 	“Where did you live in Madrid?”
	— 	“In the Chamartín area. Agustín de Foxá.”


She started peeling the label off the tonic bottle, but soon stopped, suddenly realizing what she was doing. Her expression softened, and with a smile, she asked me:

	— 	“Well, what about you? We already know you’re not from around here either.”
	— 	“No. I’m from Madrid too.”
	— 	“And what brought you to these parts? The lights and the vibrant nightlife?” she said, letting out a laugh.
	— 	“Quite the opposite,” I answered. “Though I’m starting to realize I was expecting something more. I wanted a change. I didn’t really want it—I needed it.”
	— 	“Yes, it really is a big change,” she said, smiling. “But I like it. I’m getting used to living in the middle of nowhere—the silence, no crowds, no cars.”
		“No movie theater.”
		“No bars.”
		“No shops.”


We looked at each other and smiled.

		“How long have you been living here?” I asked.
		“Three years.”
		“And how long did it take you to adjust?”
		“Still working on it. Give it another decade and they might actually consider me a local.”
		“Don’t tell me that. I’ve only been here a few days.”
		“Then you barely count as a passing tourist. At first, I was only going to stay a few months. But I started noticing things. Small things. An old man who gave me barnacles after a checkup. A woman who brought me empanada when I prescribed painkillers for her husband with cancer. A little girl who drew my face on a piece of cardboard and hung it in her room. Things like that.”
		“The kind of medicine they don’t teach you in medical school.”
		“Exactly. The kind of medicine you can’t find in a textbook, but that heals more than the most expensive drugs.”


She nodded. I couldn’t look at her for long. It was hard. There was something about her—a simple, unpretentious honesty—that I liked.

		“And what did you do in Madrid before becoming a full-time hermit?” she asked.
		“I ran a department at a construction company. We were good. Very good. We had huge projects. We billed the kind of numbers you brag about at parties.”
		“And then what?”
		“Then the plague hit. Lies. Betrayal. False friends. A woman who couldn’t tell the difference between love and a storefront display. And me, like an idiot, standing on the sidelines watching my life rot away.”
		“And is Mugardos your penance or your salvation?”
		“I still don’t know. For now, it’s my hiding place.”
		“Well, you picked a good spot. Everything moves slowly here. Even sins take their time getting here.”
	— 	“And you? What are you hiding from? Are you the victim or the one doing the damage?”


She smiled.

	— 	“Neither. I’m a doctor, Fernando. And doctors learn early that nobody’s completely clean. But some have more dignified scars than others.”
	— 	“And me? Do I look like a scar or an open wound?”
	— 	“You look like you just stopped bleeding. Your wound is still fresh. Too fresh.”
	— 	“And yours? Is it closed or still bleeding?”
	— 	“I suppose it’s still bleeding. Though less and less.”
	— 	“Is yours from love too?”


She didn’t answer, and I got the impression she wasn’t going to. I looked at her then, directly, for the first time. She no longer seemed so shaky, or so young. There was a quiet maturity about her. A beauty that didn’t need cleavage or makeup.

	— 	“We could be talking about other things,” she said.
	— 	“Like what?”
	— 	“The weather. The price of bread. Whether Depor will ever make it back to the First Division. But for some reason, those kinds of conversations seem impossible with you.”
	— 	“I’m a Madrid fan…” I joked. “But honestly, I don’t feel like pretending everything’s fine anymore. I’m too tired of elevator small talk.”


There was something in her tone, in the way she tossed words back with a half-smile, that pushed me toward a question I’d been mulling over since I got in the car with her.

— “Anabel… do you live alone?”



She raised an eyebrow and looked at me, resting both hands on the back of the chair in front of her. She didn’t respond right away, weighing the question’s intent. Finally, she tilted her head with a mischievous look.

— “What’s that about?”



I couldn’t help but laugh for the first time all conversation. It was a rough sound, almost forgotten, but genuine.

	— 	“Call it honest curiosity. I don’t like getting involved with women whose secrets come attached to jealous husbands or muscular boyfriends.”


Anabel leaned against the table, as if she enjoyed the provocation. She tucked her hair back without thinking.

	— 	“I don’t have a muscular boyfriend. Or a husband. Or a dog, in case you’re also worried about getting bitten at my door.”
	— 	Interesting… So why does a woman like you live alone?
	— 	“Because I decided I wasn’t going to share my life with anyone who couldn’t tell the difference between a caress and a conquest.”
	— 	“Is that hard for the men around here?”
	— 	“It’s hard for them everywhere, Fernando. But here, at least, they have the sea as an excuse for their clumsiness.”
	— 	“And you? Are you one of those who believes in love, or just in chemistry?”


She drank the last sip of her drink without flinching.

	— 	“I believe in both. But chemistry without love is just a reaction. And love without desire… is a failure.”
	— 	“Sounds like you’ve had both… and both have left their scars.”
	— 	“We all have scars. I even like some of mine. They remind me I’m still alive.” She held my gaze. “But you seem like one of those who’s lost everything… except the urge to ask questions.”


I remember leaning toward her.

	— 	“Not everything. I still have questions.”
	— 	“A dangerous curiosity.”
	— 	“Dangerous for whom?”
	— 	“For those who get too close.”
	— 	“Are you warning me or inviting me?”




The silence was brief. The tension wasn’t sexual in the vulgar sense of the word. It was something more complex. Two people feeling each other out like old animals who still remember how to play, even knowing the ground beneath them is no longer solid.

— 
“Let’s say… a bit of both,” she finally said.



She nodded, calm. As if she’d already known and had been expecting it.

	— 	“I’m not looking for anything.” Her voice sounded honest, but not closed off. “No games or happy endings. But if you ever decide you can talk to me without looking so hard at the past… maybe I’ll invite you to dinner. At my place, no dogs. But with wine. Today won’t be that day, though.”


I looked at her for one more second, with a half-smile fading at the corners.

	— 	“Noted, doctor. I like women who know how to use a scalpel… even with words.”
	— 	“And I like men who don’t apologize for having scars—as long as they’re healed. Yours are still oozing, Fernando.”


This time she was the one who stood up decisively. She brushed my hand as she passed, just with her fingertips. It wasn’t a romantic or calculated gesture. It was electric. It seemed to confirm that the attraction was there, burning beneath layers of rubble.

— 
“We’ll see each other, Fernando. Even if you don’t come looking for me.”



She stood up, went to the bar, and paid for both our gin and tonics without giving me a choice. Then she came back and picked up her coat.

	— 	“Can I give you a ride home?”
	— 	“No. I live nearby. I’ll walk. It’ll do me good.”
	— 	“Are you sure we’ll see each other again?”
	— 	“In a town like this, it’s hard not to cross paths again. But if you can’t find me, I’ll be at the Health Center. Probably pulling weeds from someone else’s soul—someone like you.”
	— 	“Why don’t we have another drink? It’s not too late.”
	— 	“Thanks, but I have to go to Ferrol tomorrow, and I don’t have a car. I totaled it, if you remember.”
	— 	“I don’t have anything to do tomorrow. If you want to save yourself a long bus ride, I’d be happy to take you.”
	— 	“Thanks.” She paused thoughtfully for a few seconds, and I thought she was going to refuse my offer. “Though it may surprise you, I won’t turn down that proposition. The buses between Mugardos and Ferrol are hellish. They take over an hour. Would you pick me up at home when I get off work? I’m on the morning shift in the ER tomorrow.”


Remembering those moments now, I’m struck by the simplicity of that conversation. We didn’t know each other, and by sheer chance we met in that hidden place, almost by accident. We had nothing in common. And each of us, for our own reasons, seemed to want to keep it that way, despite the undeniable chemistry that had sparked between us. We shared only the casual intimacies of seeker and found—fortuitous touches of the hand, moments of enthusiasm and others of silence… We both tried to suppress the curiosity the other awakened. And neither of us offered opinions that might reveal who we truly were inside. We spoke only of external things, immediate and visible, plainly evident. The past was a closed book that neither of us seemed to want to open.

	— 	“Then don’t turn down my company on the walk home tonight either. I’ll get you to your door safe and sound. I won’t try anything. I promise.”


Anabel stared at me until she understood I wasn’t going to break my word, then began walking slowly toward the exit.

As we climbed the narrow street that led to her house, a nearby animal howled and she grabbed my arm.

	— 	“Sorry,” she said, letting go immediately as if it had burned her and letting out a shy laugh. “That was a fox. Wild animals scare me. There are foxes and wild boars around here. Sometimes they come down into the village. They frighten me a little.”


After that, the walk fell silent. When we reached the house, she stopped in front of the entrance.

	— 	“Well, thanks.”
	— 	“Don’t mention it.”




She smiled one last time and went inside. I waited to hear the sound of the lock before leaving. The whole walk back through town, almost in darkness, I couldn’t stop thinking about the tone of our conversation and the pleasant feeling it had left me with.

When I got back to the guesthouse, I sat down at the kitchen table. I tried to be quiet so I wouldn’t wake Herminia. It was a cold night—the rain had let up, but the dampness seeped into your bones. I poured myself a glass of that magnificent cherry liqueur and went up to my room. I took a sip and grimaced, thinking about how nervous I’d gotten just because a young woman had attracted me like that.

That night I lay awake in bed for a long while, listening to the faint sound of the tide, watching the moon climb over the estuary. Never in recent years had I been so alone, and never had I been so glad of my solitude.
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I remember the drive to Ferrol as clearly as if I’d made it yesterday. I remember the fine, monotonous rain, the dark hills and grayish water, the windshield wipers sweeping back and forth across the fogged glass, the sound of tires splashing through puddles, the wisps of fog hanging over the hills. I remember that Anabel had left the Health Center only a few minutes late.

She told me I’d arrived earlier than expected. She’d been busy until the last minute with a difficult case—a deep cut from a sickle. She was still wearing her blue scrubs and clogs. She asked me to come up to her place. I was surprised by how differently she behaved during the day. It was as if nighttime were a trap for her. The night before, everything had been caution and distance, but today she’d invited me up as naturally as she would a lifelong friend. She offered me a beer to pass the time and said she needed to shower and get dressed. That was when I realized Anabel had been crying. She poured the beer with a trembling hand, the neck of the bottle clinking against the rim of the glass a couple of times, liquid spilling onto the tray. I asked her what was wrong.

	— 	“Today I found out that a boy I diagnosed with cancer a few months ago has died. It was a short illness, but terrible. I can’t get used to death. And I should.”
	— 	“I’m so sorry. It’s worse when it’s a child, isn’t it?” That was all I could say.
	— 	“These things happen every day. But those parents will never find comfort. The pain won’t go away. At best, they’ll manage a brief, temporary numbness.”
	— 	“It’s not your fault. You said it yourself—it happens every day.”
	— 	“I know, but it’ll be hard for them to forget.”
	— 	“Maybe they’ll forget when they have another child.”
	— 	“You’re wrong, Fernando. One child doesn’t replace another. You can tell you don’t have children.”


I picked up the beer and set it on the table. Perhaps overstepping, I placed my hands on her shoulders and squeezed gently, trying to calm her. I said:

	— 	“The sea will still be here, and children will still be here, long after you’re gone from this world. If you need to cry, cry—it might do you good…”  
	— 	“I don’t want you to think I’m soft… It’s not that. It just hit me hard. I’m sorry.”
	— 	“All right. But try to pull yourself together. Don’t carry the weight of every death on your shoulders.”


She gave me a hesitant smile and went to get ready. I sat by the window, took a sip, and thought about life’s sorrows. Birth, illness, and death all happened in the same bed. Unlike in cities, in villages no one grew so old they were forgotten. There wasn’t a single child without a family to dote on them. No man died without someone shedding a tear for him. Together, they cut and stacked firewood with love so the old and the sick would stay warm in winter.

In the world I’d fled, violence was managed like surgery meant to cure a sick society. Teenagers destroyed themselves with drugs and brutality. The rush, the ambition—all of it made me think I’d chosen my hiding place well.

Despite the loneliness of that land, despite the harsh elements, I was glad to be there. And I thought perhaps I’d like to stay. When Anabel came down the stairs, I was certain of it.

Even now, after some time has passed, I’m not ashamed to confess it: I began to feel something for her from that moment on. Despite how recent my failure with Patricia was, I felt comfortable with this girl in all the ways a man can feel comfortable with a woman—passionately and urgently, in body and spirit. It was so immediate that it still surprises me today. It felt like summer madness, but the truth is it happened in winter. It was a fact, and I can’t explain it now any more than I could then. Old-fashioned? Out of character? Adolescent? All of the above. But I can still see her now, her hair styled in soft waves, wearing a fitted dress and heels that made those legs seem endless. And I see myself watching her, knowing with absolute conviction that this young woman could illuminate every darkness in my soul and make me fight against all my painful memories.

But this wasn't some girl I'd just met outside a nightclub, and she wasn't easy. I knew that type of woman well—I'd been married to one, after all—and Anabel wasn't like that. She knew exactly what the game was, and she played it with skill and charm. Any clumsy or incompetent suitor would only offend her. And when the moment came for a declaration, she'd be fully prepared to accept or reject with confidence. Yet it fell to me to figure out the right moment, and I, who had teetered on the edge of the abyss over a woman, began to doubt my ability to do so. I had a vision of myself under Patricia's spell. Like a stupid teenager in her tainted hands.

I must have smiled without realizing it, because Anabel asked:

		“Thinking about something funny?”
		“Actually, yes. I was thinking that yesterday I pulled you out of a car you crashed. We had a drink, and today… we're having dinner together.”
		“Who said anything about dinner together?” she exclaimed, amused. “All I agreed to was letting you drive me to Ferrol to run a couple of errands.”
		“Agreed, but people do eat dinner. And the prospect of dining alone is just about the worst thing I can imagine. I think I'm trying to figure out what you'll say when I ask you to dinner.”
		“Sounds like blackmail.”
		“Deep down it is. Though you can refuse. I'd take you to Ferrol anyway.”
		“Why don't you try again? Maybe you'll do better. Come on, I'll give you a second chance.”
		“Doctor, would you do me the honor of dining with this lonely tourist, newly arrived in Mugardos?”
		“Hmm. All right. It would be my pleasure,” she said with a hearty laugh.
		“One last favor… I don't know the restaurants around here. Would it be too much to ask you to pick a good spot?”
		“Done. There's no shortage of places to eat well around here,” she answered, looking at me with a slight smile.


It rained, and the afternoon light was gloomy as we drove the narrow coastal road. I breathed in her perfume, and at each curve I sensed her tense presence beside me. Anabel sat rigid, staring through the rain-streaked windshield.

When we arrived in Ferrol, she directed me to several addresses. Sometimes I went in with her; other times I waited in the car. It was as if she were checking items off a to-do list. We hit a couple of clothing stores, two bookstores, and a pharmacy. Anabel was quick, practical. She didn't linger over anything. As if she'd known exactly what she needed before leaving home.

When we finished shopping, while I paid at a bakery for a loaf of corn bread I'd taken a fancy to, she waited outside, leaning against the car.

Dinner with Anabel that night had me feeling hopeful. I told myself it wasn't such a big deal. Just a cordial gesture to reciprocate my kindness in driving her to Ferrol. When I lived in Madrid, dinner invitations were common currency, offered and accepted without much thought. And tonight didn't have to be any different, I told myself. But it didn't work. Not only was I not in Madrid, but my social life had dwindled to dull conversations with Herminia and beers at the tavern. What would we talk about over a full dinner? Much as the idea of dinner unsettled me, I tried to think of conversation topics. Partly because, deep down, I knew why I was so nervous. Being with her unleashed a tangle of emotions I would have preferred not to feel. I felt as if I were about to commit an infidelity.

Of course, I realized that was ridiculous. It was just a dinner, and since Patricia had decided to turn our marriage into a roller coaster of infidelities, I knew full well there was no one left to be unfaithful to. Still, I couldn't shake the feeling.

		“We're done,” she said, climbing into the car with several bags and her phone wedged between her shoulder and ear. “But I'm afraid we have a problem with tonight's dinner. My friend Paula called—she's the one I was going to see yesterday when I had the accident—and she invited me to dinner with her and some friends. I told her I had plans with you, but she insisted. She asked me to bring you along.”


The news didn't sit well with me. I'm not one for impromptu dinners or other people's homes. I like to be in control. And this dinner meant the opposite: entering unknown territory, letting myself be observed. I frowned—I could tell from the weight on my forehead.

		“We agreed to have dinner, just you and me. Alone. You didn't tell her I'd go, did you?” I said, shooting her an incredulous look.
		“Well, yes. I told her you'd come. I told her you're a man with a certain charm and apparently in need of new friends. She insisted, and I couldn't say no. She seemed genuinely interested in meeting you. There'll be a few other guests too. Besides, it's good for you to meet more people from town if you're thinking of staying here.”
		“I don't like going where I haven't been invited.”
		“But you have been invited. Through me. Don't you trust me?”


It was hard to respond. Not because of her. Because of me. Because of that part of me that still hadn't accepted that in Mugardos everything would be different. Even dinners. She glanced at me sideways and smiled. There was a lively spark in her expression. A mix of mischief and gratitude. She knew that with that small gesture, she was dismantling one of my many walls.

		“What an ambush,” I said, visibly annoyed.
		“What do you mean?”
		“Don't you think you could have asked me first? I don't feel like walking into a gathering of friends where I don't know anyone.”
		“You know me.”
		“I barely know you.”
		“Don't you want to go?”
		“Honestly? I don't feel like it at all.”
		“In that case, I'll tell her we're not going. My plans with you came first. I'll call her and reschedule.” I thought she was joking, but her expression told me she was serious. “It's a shame, Fernando. Paula is an excellent hostess, and very beautiful too.”
		“I don't want to come across as rude.”
		“Is that so? I've been living here much longer than you. I know what our good friends and neighbors are like. The moment I tell her we're not going, they'll start sharpening their knives.”
	— 	“Come on, don’t you think you’re exaggerating a little?”
	— 	“You think so?”


Anabel looked at me in a way I couldn’t quite interpret—a mixture of humor and seriousness that threw me off balance. She held my gaze for a moment to make sure I was taking note. Finally, I gave in and agreed to go with her.

	— 	“Great! See you at eight.”
	— 	“What should I bring?” I asked her.
	— 	“To her house? No idea. Wine?” she said without much conviction. “No idea, really!”
	— 	“Well, I’ll figure something out.”


When I got back to the guesthouse to shower, I stopped at a supermarket first to pick up a three-pack of wine. A white Albariño, a red Mencía, and a sparkling wine made with Ribeiro that looked very good. Anabel hadn’t minded pushing things back half an hour. “Take the time you need to get ready. Do me a favor and look handsome. First impressions are important,” she’d said—words that confused me again.

Few moments have stayed with me like watching her come down that old wooden staircase, her footsteps firm and slow, echoing on each tread with effortless grace. Anabel appeared in the doorway looking beautiful and fresh.

She wore a fitted black dress with a plunging neckline that left little to the imagination yet suggested more than it showed. The makeup was intense: lips a bold red, eyes lined with precision. And the heels—black and razor-sharp.

I said nothing. Not a compliment, not even a nod of approval, even though I thought she looked gorgeous. But I know she noticed. Because she smiled slightly, just enough, knowing she was pure dynamite.

I had dressed in my finest. White shirt, ironed by Herminia. Dark blue jacket, understated, no frills. I was wearing a classic Dior cologne I’d used for years, back when I still thought I was someone important. Hair combed back, clean-shaven. I looked good. But next to her, I was just the dull backdrop to the blaze.

— “Shall we?” she said simply.



I nodded and walked her to the car. She moved confidently, her heels barely sinking into the damp cobblestones, as if she already knew every crack in the path.

For the first few miles, we didn’t speak. I drove with both hands on the wheel, focused—not on the road, but on not looking at her too much. The car had filled with a thick scent, her floral perfume mingling with my tension. The air felt denser, more intimate.

She broke the silence.

	— 	“I didn’t expect you to show up looking so sharp. That serious air suits you, Fernando.”
	— 	“And you look like you wandered into the wrong party—in a fishing village, no less. An apparition.”
	— 	“Do you like my dress?”
	— 	“I don’t like it... I love it.”
	— 	“That’s better,” she said, smiling. “I get bored if I don’t throw people off a little.”


The road to Paula’s house was short but winding. As we descended toward the coast, the sky broke apart in shreds of dark gray and deep black. The lights of the houses flickered.

	— 	“What’s Paula like?” I asked.
	— 	“A good witch,” Anabel said. “She knows how to cook, heal, and get you drunk without you realizing it. And she has a cat that hates men, so be prepared.”
	— 	“Perfect. Cats, witches, and lasagna.”
	— 	“Are you nervous?” She glanced at me sideways, no teasing in her expression.
	— 	“A little. Are there many guests?”
	— 	“I don’t know. I suppose not too many. I’ll help you fit in.”
	— 	“If I like them, yes. If I don’t, I’ll stay in a corner like a sulking child. Life’s too short to put up with bores.”
	— 	“Maybe you’re the bore… right?”
	— 	“No. I’m not. But if I ever do, feel free to tell me straight.”


We said nothing more. The rest of the drive passed in silence, but not an uncomfortable one. It was a thick silence, with its own language. Perhaps we both knew this dinner wouldn’t be just a dinner. That beneath the wine and food, something was going to start changing. Or awakening.

We arrived at the house. From outside it looked warm, softly lit. Anabel stepped out of the car slowly, letting the breeze from the estuary caress her neckline. I closed my door and took a deep breath, stealing glances at her long, shapely legs.

When we arrived at Paula’s house, the guests were already there. They introduced me to Raquel, a shy woman with large eyes who tried a little too hard to be pleasant, and who was being showered with attention by another guest named Román, from the Ferrol customs service—a young man with an athletic build and an unmistakable sailor’s look. Among them was Teresa, an elementary school teacher at a public school in town. She was a redhead, funny, sharp-tongued, with an outrageous sense of humor. Her laughter could be heard from the garden.

Teresa introduced us, gesturing in our direction:

	— 	“A guy from Madrid and a doctor, both single, no apparent commitments, liberal-minded… The doctor is pretty, and the other one’s a bit posh, but he seems like a good catch, despite everything.” Anabel couldn’t hold back a laugh when she saw my face after that verbal onslaught.


Right after, Paula handed us wine, put her arms around our shoulders, and pulled us into a hug.

	— 	“We’re almost all here,” she said, ushering us in with warm energy.
	— 	“Fernando, let me introduce you to the committee of wise ones: This is Raquel, she’s been living in Mugardos for a couple of years, escaped from Barcelona just before she ended up killing her boss.” Raquel greeted me with a wink. “Teresa, elementary school teacher, the most sensible of us all, and Román… well, Román works in Customs and has spent the last ten minutes trying to convince Raquel that his dog is smarter than her cats.”
	— 	“That’s absolutely true,” Román said, raising his glass to toast his own argument.
	— 	“What breed?” I asked.
	— 	“A Belgian shepherd. His name is Brecht. After… Bertolt. He can recognize eighty words. Way more than most of my colleagues.”
	— 	“And yet he still can’t seem to grasp that I’m not interested in men with dogs,” Raquel shot back without losing her smile.


Paula tried to refill my glass with another wine, but I declined.

	— 	“Not right now. But that empanada looks good. What’s in it?”
	— 	“Octopus. Delicious. Try it.”
	— 	“Smart man,” Teresa said. “If you drink, don’t drive…”
	— 	“I always start with sparkling water—that way everything tastes better,” Román added, pouring himself a glass from a blue glass bottle.


Anabel moved around like she owned the place. She headed to the kitchen, helped bring out plates, and sliced bread without anyone asking. I sat down next to Teresa, who had that calm of someone who spends all day surrounded by children and has learned not to raise her voice.

	— 	“Are you from around here?” she asked me.
	— 	“No. Madrid. But I came looking for some air.”
	— 	“There’s plenty of air here. And humidity. And strange noises at night,” she added, helping herself to a couple of canapés.
	— 	“And fish with sad eyes,” Raquel added. “They make me feel guilty. Like a serial killer every time I go to the market.”
	— 	“That’s why you don’t cook. You just heat up stuff that comes in trays,” Paula said.
	— 	“Look, honey, not everyone has time to simmer broth for three hours,” Raquel replied, crossing her arms. “And besides, some of us aren’t convinced that cooking is a religion.”
	— 	“It’s not a religion. It’s a way to make the house smell like something,” Paula said.
	— 	“Yeah… like grease…”


The conversation froze for an instant when the doorbell rang. Paula stood up with a mischievous look, as if she knew something the rest of us didn’t. She walked toward the door with a glass of wine in her hand and a barely concealed smirk on her lips.

— 

“You’ll see,” she said as she turned the doorknob. “Things are about to get interesting.”

Juan Carlos appeared behind her. He walked in with a confident stride, carrying a large tray of baked scallops. The aroma spread through the room in seconds, mingling with the wine and seafood already on the table. I watched him as he made his way in, greeting everyone like he was a regular.

I immediately sensed Anabel's discomfort. Her smile tightened for a second—an almost imperceptible shift, but enough for me to know his presence unsettled her.

Raquel jumped up from her chair, brimming with enthusiasm.

		“Look who's here!” she said, leaning in to kiss his cheeks—too close, too eager. Her eyes shone as if the rest of the table had ceased to exist.


Paula wasn't far behind, greeting him with the same gushing warmth, delighted to have this unexpected guest who seemed to raise the evening's profile.

Román, on the other hand, stayed seated, rigid, wearing a fake smile that barely held. His gaze shifted from Raquel to Juan Carlos, and I could clearly see her attention sliding effortlessly toward the newcomer.

The tray landed on the table like a trophy. Juan Carlos greeted the group with an easy confidence, as if he didn't need permission to be the center of everything. I stood there, beer half-finished in hand, unable to take my eyes off Anabel. She feigned serenity, but the slight drumming of her fingers against her glass betrayed her.

His arrival had changed the atmosphere. I felt it at the table, in the glances, in the very air. And the worst part? He knew it.

But this wasn't the Juan Carlos from the port, or the one who drank beers at the tavern and spouted opinions too freely. No. This Juan Carlos arrived polished and put-together: white cotton shirt open at the collar, dark trousers with a sharp crease, clean shoes—yes, clean—a fresh haircut, and a modern-cut blazer. Even his beard, usually unkempt, was now trimmed and tamed.

		“The seafood has arrived!” he announced in a deep voice, delivering the line like a badge of identity. He made it sound like a private joke, a password shared among friends.
		“Scallops!” Raquel exclaimed. “Now that’s a real Galician dinner!”
		“Caught them myself,” he said, stepping in with slow, confident strides. “And prepared the way God intended.”


When his eyes landed on me, he smiled without showing his teeth. He looked me up and down, trying to place me in his mental hierarchy.

		“Well, well! Look at you, fitting right into village life, city boy,” he said, his neutral tone heavy with meaning. “If there’s anyone I didn’t expect to see here, it was you.”
		“I do what I can,” I replied, holding his gaze, keeping my composure.
		“Oh, you can, no doubt about that,” he said, setting the tray on the counter with a sharp thud. “Whether you should is another matter.”
		“And what do you think? Should I?” I shot back.


Juan Carlos didn’t respond right away. He took his time unwrapping the scallops, unveiling them like an offering. Steam rose, carrying the smell of onion, paprika, and white wine. The air grew thicker, richer. Conversations resumed around him, but he was still weighing his words with me.

		“The sea will decide. And the women. No one else calls the shots around here.”
		“Well, one thing I know for sure,” Paula cut in, breaking the tension. “Those scallops look to die for. And that’s enough.”


Juan Carlos turned to Anabel.

		“Want me to set some down here? Can’t have you saying I don’t share,” he said, his tone more relaxed now, even seductive.


She—who until then had seemed unimpressed by anyone—nodded with a shy smile, though she looked away. The guy knew how to work a room. His initial roughness dissolved the moment he felt he was on his own turf.

Juan Carlos settled in as if the chair had been reserved for him from the start. His very presence seemed to stretch the walls of the room: more space, more noise, more anticipation.

		“They saved these scallops for me at the fish market today,” he said with a theatrical gesture. “You won’t find them this good even in Santiago. The biggest ones from the estuary. I made them the traditional way.”


Paula clasped her hands to her chest.

		“How wonderful, Juan Carlos! You always surprise us—you never come empty-handed.” Raquel applauded with exaggerated enthusiasm, her frank laugh filling the room.
		“I don’t know how you do it, but you always manage to bring the best.”


Teresa, who until that moment had dominated much of the conversation, found a rival worthy of her.

		“So you not only run the fish market, you use it to spoil us. Confess, Juan Carlos—you’ve got someone in your pocket!”


He leaned back, smiling with that blend of arrogance and charm that seemed to come naturally to him.



“No need to bribe anyone, Teresa. You just have to know the sea well… and the people who work it.”

Laughter erupted. Paula filled his glass before he could ask. Raquel rested a hand lightly on his forearm while tossing him another question. Teresa needled him with quick quips, which he returned with the calm of someone who knows he’s running the show.

I watched. It wasn’t just what he said, but how he said it: that deep voice filling the space, that confidence that commanded everyone’s attention. Every word he spoke was like a hook, and everyone bit willingly.

From the distance that being a newcomer afforded me, I observed that, in contrast to his display of confidence, Anabel withdrew. Her smile was polite—too polite—and she spoke little. When Paula asked her something, she answered in brief phrases, as if she didn’t want to expose herself too much. Her silence was even more eloquent than the others’ laughter. I noticed it, and so did he. From time to time he shot her a fleeting glance, intense, charged with something hard to decipher.

Román, for his part, sank deeper and deeper into his chair. The man who had courted Raquel with such insistence—even gallantry—suddenly found himself sidelined, crowded out. He barely touched his glass, and his gaze fixed on the tablecloth betrayed the frustration of someone watching the spotlight slip away.

The table split into two rhythms: one noisy and lively, centered on Juan Carlos, and another woven from silences—Anabel’s, Román’s, and mine. I felt that undercurrent binding the three of us together in a corner apart from the hubbub.

The conversation continued: trips, anecdotes from the fish market, stories of sailors that Juan Carlos recounted with a storyteller’s ease and a skipper’s authority. The others listened, fascinated.

I drank slowly, trying to understand what bothered me more: the way he commanded every eye in the room, or the way Anabel seemed to shrink beside him.

Raquel patted his arm.

		“Juan Carlos, do you always cook like this, or did you come to impress today?”
		“I cook like this when I’m interested in one of the guests,” he replied, looking at her brazenly.


Paula, who until that moment had stayed in the background, approached the group with a fork in hand and one eyebrow arched.

		“Do we eat this with silverware, or can I use my hands?”
	— 	“Your hands will do just fine,” Juan Carlos told her. “But if you use silverware, I’m sure it’ll taste more refined. Right, madrileño?”


Dinner turned into a carnival of accents, flavors, and overlapping gestures. Paula orchestrated the atmosphere with a kind of charming theatricality. Román talked about his dog as if it were a secret agent. Raquel parried his remarks with ambiguous smiles. Teresa laughed heartily after her third glass of albariño. I felt like I was inside a novel from another century, where everyone seemed to know the script except me. And yet, I was comfortable. There was tension with Juan Carlos, yes, but not the confrontational kind. It was something else: we were like two wolves sizing each other up by our howls.

Anabel leaned toward me.

	— 	“Do you feel watched?”
	— 	“I feel evaluated,” I said.




Raquel sat at the head of the dining table next to the fireplace. Juan Carlos flirted shamelessly with her, though none of the women escaped his insinuations, especially Anabel. If I’d expected to find him disheveled, careless, and weak, I’d have been disappointed. There he was, proud and strong, his mouth firm, his eyes bright and serene. Next to his right hand, on the tablecloth, a half-full glass.

The conversation had drifted to less frivolous territory. The plates were almost empty, and the wine—now on its third or fourth bottle—had loosened certain reservations, but not convictions. Juan Carlos, twirling his glass between his fingers, had begun to talk about the past. Not with nostalgia, but with the gravity of someone who believes certain episodes can’t be swept under the rug and left to fester.

	— 	“Do you know what this place was like in the eighties?” he asked without looking at me. “Ferrol, I mean. Astano. Bazán… Ships like cities. Men walking out of the shipyards with blackened hands and pride swelling in their chests. They destroyed all of that.”
	— 	“The reconversion,” I said, knowing that word carried deep meaning here.
	— 	“The reconversion,” he repeated, visibly uncomfortable.


Teresa nodded silently. Paula lowered her gaze to her glass. No one interrupted him. He had claimed the floor.

	— 	“They sold us out to Brussels. They told us steel wasn’t the future, that Europe would give us high-speed trains and tourism, that the world was heading somewhere else. But while we were losing ships, Germany and Sweden were raking in contracts. That was a betrayal. I watched my father come home with his head bowed.” “The shipbuilding sector,” he continued, glass of wine in hand, “wasn’t killed by any pandemic or passing crisis. It was devastated by the industrial reconversion imposed by Europe and the Government. They’re the ones who sacrificed entire towns for so-called modernization.”


I leaned back, sizing up the situation. I didn’t feel like arguing, but I couldn’t bite my tongue either.

	— 	“Not everything was Madrid’s or Europe’s fault, Juan Carlos. There were mistakes here too. Right here. Unions that behaved disgracefully. Sabotage, wildcat strikes, internal blacklists. Not everything that sank was someone else’s fault. Sometimes, revolutions sabotage themselves from within.”


He slowly turned his head toward me.

	— 	“You weren’t here.”
	— 	“But I’ve read and studied,” I responded, without arrogance but with firmness. “You shouldn’t forget what some unions did: they prolonged the conflict, closed ranks even when the writing was on the wall about industrial viability. Not everything was outsiders’ fault. Where we do agree is that the result was a structural loss of employment: the industrial sector shrank from nearly 36% of national employment in the seventies to less than 15% in the years that followed.”
	“	Oh, I see! You’ve studied a lot,” he repeated, and now there was fire in his eyes. “Here, on the other hand, some of us lived through it. With beatings. With our children’s bread on the line. So don’t you come here, outsider, telling me what happened in my own house.”


The word “outsider” landed like a blow, like an iron bar thrown onto the table. He didn’t shout, didn’t make a scene. But his tone was enough to chill the room several degrees. Raquel made a gesture to change the subject. Román cleared his throat and clumsily poured himself more wine.

I held his gaze.

	“	I’m not saying it out of contempt. I’m saying it because wounds heal badly when you only see them from one side. I mean it with respect.”
	“	Then say it with silence,” Juan Carlos responded, gripping his glass tightly. “Sometimes that’s wiser.”


Paula stood up, forcing a smile that fooled no one.

	“	Does anyone want coffee? I think we need coffee,” she said, trying to redirect the conversation. “It’s complicated… the restructuring brought pain, yes, but also planted the seeds of a longer crisis in places where industry never came back. Mugardos is proof of that… It’s still a sore subject here.”


Anabel lightly touched my leg under the table. It wasn’t a gesture of reproach or complicity. It was just a warning: “that’s enough, stop.”

	“	There’s always someone who needs to spread the blame around evenly. Fair enough—no one knows better than the people here what really happened. I wouldn’t want to make anyone uncomfortable, so I’d better keep quiet. I apologize if I’ve bothered you. That wasn’t my intention,” I said, excusing myself as best I could.


The silence that followed was heavy, charged. I felt the heat of confrontation, and Anabel, beside me, took a deep breath, resting a hand on my knee without him seeing. It was a small gesture, but enough to remind me not to push any further.

The conversation dissolved into other things—the aroma of coffee, cleared plates, nervous jokes.

But at the center of the table, invisible and silent, history still hung heavy. Juan Carlos raised his glass toward me.

	“	To outsiders with guts,” he said, emphasizing again that word he knew bothered me.
	“	And to locals with good taste,” I responded, raising mine.


The glasses clinked. No one dared breathe. Then everyone went back to chatting. For a while, the only sounds were silverware scraping the last of the dessert, intermittent laughter, and idle comments about the weather, traffic on the old road, and a recent fight at the Mugardos market between two barnacle fishermen over restricted waters.

I observed more than I spoke. I was surprised by how easy it was to slip into this rural comedy, this unpretentious dinner theater. It wasn’t about who you were or what you did. What mattered here was whether you brought good bread, whether you knew how to cut cheese without mangling it, or whether you didn’t complain about the cold.

Paula looked at me as I got up for the second time to get wine.

	“	You adapt quickly, Fernando. Be careful. This land traps you.”
	“	And you?” I asked with half a smile. “Where are you from?”
	“	From nowhere. Like everyone who ends up here. The locals, the old-timers—they don’t throw dinners like this. It’s us outsiders who put on the carnival.


Anabel looked at me from across the table. She didn’t say anything. Just held my gaze a second longer than usual. Despite all the lively conversation, I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

Even though I barely knew anything about her, her personality had me captivated. She was a doctor; a reckless driver; capable of crying over a child’s death; prone to strange reactions when she found herself on the edge of an intense conversation. And that was all. Had she ever been married? I didn’t think so, but that was just a baseless assumption. Had she had a partner, or did she have one now? She’d told me nothing about it, except that there was no husband. What made her heart race, her body respond? I had no idea. So I watched her, listened avidly to her words, analyzed her gestures. I would have gladly peppered her with questions, but she knew how to keep her distance. She was like a boxer who circles and circles, never wanting to occupy the center of the ring.

Her reactions fascinated me. She spoke with intelligence and listened attentively. She laughed easily, and her judgments showed tolerance and understanding. But there were also hints of hidden depths in her manner—a flash of surprise politely veiled, sadness instantly repressed, discomfort disguised with that smile. In my imagination, I saw the moment when Anabel would drop her defenses and tell me: “I’m tired. I’m not going to pretend anymore with you. Take me home and spend the night with me…”

Teresa, for her part, was a natural comic actress, and told several stories in such a funny way that we all laughed heartily. Juan Carlos stood up, hugged her, and swore she was the woman he loved most in the world. Raquel pretended to be jealous.

Anabel’s circle of friends was eclectic. At first glance, they seemed like a strange group. We’d barely finished dinner when we were all happily arguing about a multitude of topics—morality and medicine, the tension in Israel, the government’s foolishness, and the usual soccer…

I have to admit that, with exaggerated good humor, Juan Carlos acted as stage director. He was also the lead actor, playing his role with elegance and enthusiasm. He was generous with his stories and with himself. He was incredibly gallant with the women and treated us men with ironic cynicism, especially me. His behavior had a way of making all the guests shine. It had been a long time since I’d witnessed such sharp discussions with so much common sense, a long time since I’d heard stories so brilliantly told.

Ten minutes later, we were comfortably settled by the fire, drinking and laughing.

I watched him as he laughed loudly at one of Teresa’s witticisms. He’d taken off his jacket and rolled up his shirtsleeves, as if his presence needed more room. Juan Carlos filled the room with his large body and expansive energy. But more than his size, what made me uncomfortable was the direction of his glances. Anabel. Always Anabel.

She was laughing too, though more out of politeness than enthusiasm, I thought. I wanted to think. Because in reality I didn’t know how much of that smile was fake, or whether the masculine attention floating over her like a dense fog actually flattered her.

		“And you, madrileño, do you know anything about fishing?” Juan Carlos suddenly called out to me, raising his voice from the other end of the table.


He said it in a light tone, but behind the tone you could sense the venom. The question was perfectly designed: innocent enough to seem like a joke, but with just the right edge to cut.

		“No, not really,” I answered without giving it much thought. “I’ve never tried it.”
		“It shows. You have a pianist’s hands,” he added with a half smile, looking at my fingers.
		“Well, with those hands he probably plays other things,” Raquel interjected, half joking, half trying to ease the tension.


Laughter erupted, but he didn’t laugh. Neither did I. Anabel shot me a quick look, perhaps curious. Or perhaps looking for signs of an imminent battle.

		“I can’t picture you changing an outlet,” Juan Carlos continued, still with that smile at the corner of his lips that didn’t quite manage to be friendly.
		“And I don’t see you performing open-heart surgery, but that’s what electricians and doctors are for. To each their own,” I replied, trying to keep my tone neutral. Almost polite.
	— 	“Touché!” Teresa exclaimed.


Silence slid like a shadow across the table for a few seconds. Román pretended to read the wine label. Raquel raised her glass to her lips with exaggerated delicacy. Only Paula kept her smile, trying to maintain the air of an unavoidable farce.

	— 	“Don’t take it the wrong way, man,” he finally said, shrugging. “Around here, we like to test outsiders, you know. See if they’re worth what they cost us.”


“See if they’re worth what they cost us.” The phrase pissed me off.

	— 	“Well, you’ll have to tell me what the price is,” I said, my voice coming out sharper than I intended.


Juan Carlos didn’t answer. He poured himself more wine and turned his attention back to Anabel. As if everything before had been just a pause, an insignificant aside.

But I knew it wasn’t. I’d sensed it in his voice, in his gaze, in the way he sized me up like a bull eyeing the matador before charging. That house wasn’t his, but he moved as if it were. As if the entire town were. As if Anabel were too.

And I, meanwhile, was the outsider. The city boy. The man with soft hands.

The dinner wound down like a bonfire that had given off all its warmth. Empty glasses, plates with bread crumbs, candles burned down to their bases. The atmosphere had shifted subtly; the laughter was quieter now, more scattered, as if everyone were thinking about returning to their lives, their routines, or their small miseries.

Paula stood up first, collecting cups and plates with the efficiency of someone who prefers activity to silence. Teresa followed, talking about unruly students and the sleep awaiting her at home. Román, his movements clumsy and somewhat defeated by the wine, tried to help but only managed to send a ceramic serving dish wobbling—Paula caught it mid-air without even looking at him. Raquel laughed, a hint of malice in it. He went to get his jacket, humiliated.

	— 	“I’ll take you home, Anabel,” Juan Carlos said, cutting in before I could speak, his tone brooking no argument.
	— 	“You can choose your driver,” I cut in quickly, annoyed by his presumption.
	— 	“I’d rather go back with the man who brought me.” Anabel brushed my arm gently. “I think it’s time for us to leave,” she murmured in my ear, with that voice made for whispering secrets in dark hallways.
	— 	“Thank you, Juan Carlos. It’s been an... interesting evening.”


He just smiled, and there was something of a warning in it. He knew that something had opened up between us—something that wasn’t going to close easily.

I nodded. I stood up and helped Teresa with the door, while Juan Carlos approached from behind. I felt him before I saw him, as if his shadow had weight.

— 

“Safe trip back, Fernando,” he said. His tone was neutral, but there was no warmth in it. He didn’t need any.

Paula appeared in the doorway, a coat draped over her arm.

	— 	“You have to come more often,” she said to me, though her eyes were on Anabel. “And you, don’t let him go. This city boy has something.”
	— 	“Something like what?” Juan Carlos asked without laughing.
	— 	“Like knowing when to keep quiet,” Paula replied, this time with a look that could cut glass.


Anabel smiled and took my arm. We left. The night wrapped around us like a damp cloth. A cat darted across the street. In the distance, we could hear the sea breaking softly.

	— 	“Are you okay?” she asked as she opened the car door.
	— 	“I’m fine. Though I could use a cigarette.”
	— 	“I didn’t know you smoked.”
	— 	“I don’t smoke. I just feel like one.”




She looked at me with half a smile.

	— 	“Don’t let him get to you. Juan Carlos is like that. He thinks he owns all of this.”
	— 	“Including you.”


She looked at me but said nothing.

	— 	“And why didn’t you warn me he was coming?”
	— 	“Because I didn’t know.” She looked at me, dead serious. “Would it have changed anything? Would you have stayed away?”
	— 	“I don’t know, but maybe I would have come prepared.”
	— 	“Do you think Juan Carlos was trying to make a fool of you?”
	— 	“Yes, I’m sure of it. Seeing me pissed him off, and seeing me with you even more. It was obvious. He kept provoking me.”
	— 	“Frankly, I’m not flattered by these little games between you two.” She stood up, walked over to the car, and turned her back to me.
	— 	“Are you mad at me?”
	— 	“Yes.”
	— 	“Why?”


She turned around and faced me, her cheeks flushed, her eyes bright and hostile.

	— 	“Because I’m not an object! I’m not some prize for two men to fight over and roll dice for. I go out with whoever I want, and I love whoever I want. I give myself to whoever I want and whenever I want. I’m not the possession of two alpha males trying to claim their female.”


Then anger hit me—cold and bitter. I pulled the car keys from my pocket and held them out to her.

		“If you feel degraded just because I told you the plain truth, you’re wrong. Here are the keys—take the car and go. But before you leave, I want you to listen to me. I’m not an alpha male, far from it. I’m trying to recover after a serious personal crisis where I thought I’d never again be able to believe, work, care about anything, or… even love. I’ve never asked you to sleep with me. I asked you to have dinner with me because, for some reason I don’t understand, I like you. But I’ve never competed for a woman. What happened today? Juan Carlos is interested in you. You know it. I know it. I tried to stay unaffected by his provocations because I thought the last thing you wanted was to witness a cockfight. I honestly thought you saw it that way too. If this is a problem for you, I’m truly sorry. And if you don’t like me, say so now. At least we can be friends, respect each other, and not waste either of our time.”


My vehemence stunned her. Honestly, it astonished me too. Apparently, my self-control was weaker than I thought. Anabel was close to tears, but pride kept her from surrendering to her impulses. For a long moment we stood looking at each other, the keys dangling between us, clinking from the trembling of my hand. Finally, Anabel said:

		“I hate fights. I’m sorry.”
		“Me too.”
		“And I don’t want to go home alone tonight.”




We got in the car. She put on music, a soft Portuguese song I couldn’t identify. I pulled away without hurrying. Paula’s house lights faded behind us. In the rearview mirror, I saw Juan Carlos come out. He stared straight at my car. His gaze was dark, but after what Anabel had just told me, my mind was far from that two-bit seducer.

		“Stop the car,” she said, pulling a pack of cigarettes from her purse.
		“No way, Doc! You smoke?”




A few yards ahead, at a fork in the road, there was a small space to pull over safely.



“Sometimes. Earlier you said you felt like a cigarette. You got me craving one.”

Then she burst out laughing and got out of the car. She zipped up her leather jacket and leaned against the door. She lit a cigarette and passed it to me. I inhaled clumsily. She lit a second one and inhaled slowly, savoring the thick smoke filling her lungs. Her gaze turned intense and found mine boldly.

		“Juan Carlos made you nervous. I think the cigarette will help calm your heart rate. This stop is therapeutic.”
		“Or my pulse might speed up, and we might not make it any farther.”
		“Is that a threat?”
		“Call it a warning, if you prefer.”


In a low voice, Anabel said, “Do you think it’s a good idea?”

	—	“I think it’s a magnificent idea. The best idea I’ve had in as long as I can remember.”
	—	“I don’t know if I’m willing to get back into these childish games. Were you serious before? What you said about liking me?”
	—	“Absolutely serious. I feel like I did when I was seventeen with Cristina.”
	—	“Cristina?”
	—	“My first girlfriend.”
	—	“I’ll take that as a compliment.”
	—	“It is.”


Then I moved closer to her, body against body, mouth against mouth, and for a while there, beside the shoulder of a country road, our tongues intertwined, our hands explored every inch of each other, discovering new territory.

She pushed me gently toward the car until my back hit the door. She kissed me again, this time with a firmness that left no room for doubt. She wasn’t looking for romance. It was hunger. Pure need. Something that had been building inside her, maybe since before we met. Something that drove her, that tore her apart from within. And now it was devouring me.

Her hands slid down my chest, exploring the fabric, feeling the muscles, the contours. She stopped at my belt. She looked me in the eyes and arched an eyebrow. A crooked smile spread across her face, but it wasn’t a kind smile. It was the smile of a woman who had made up her mind and wasn’t taking no for an answer.

—
“Don’t think so much,” she told me. “Not tonight.”



I grabbed her by the waist, spun her around, and pressed her against the hood. The car creaked under our weight. I kissed her. Her dress slid slowly up her thighs, revealing smooth, hot skin that burned my palms. She clung to the back of my neck, biting my lip, moaning softly. I unzipped her jacket. The neckline, already generous, gave way under my hands like wet paper.

I slid her stockings down slowly, feeling her tense, feeling her legs part slightly, with that mixture of modesty and surrender that only women who know what they want have. She panted, her voice broken, barely audible, as my lips traveled down her neck, the hollow between her breasts, the inside of her thighs.

The wind carried away our names. We weren’t Anabel and Fernando. We were two bodies overwhelmed. A storm compressed. A mutual urgency.

She suddenly sat up, pushed me backward, and straddled me, settling me on the edge of the seat, which I reclined slightly. She took control as if it had always been hers. She moved with force, with precision, with a rhythm that swung between tenderness and punishment. Her mouth was half-open, her eyes half-closed. Each thrust was a lash, a wordless confession.

She scratched my chest. She whispered obscenities in my ear. She challenged me to hold on.

And I held on.

When we finished, we were sweaty, disheveled, and trembling. The silence that followed wasn’t uncomfortable. It was dense, intimate. We breathed in unison. The sea roared in the distance, indifferent to our blaze. She leaned against me, her face resting against my neck.

	—	“Let’s go to my place. You don’t think this is over, do you?…” Anabel whispered those words with intensity, and to me they sounded like the boldest of insinuations.
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Anabel clung tightly to the headboard, her fingers gripping the wrought iron as her body arched beneath my thrusts. Her gasps were rhythmic, measured. I could feel the sweat rising from every pore of her skin. I held her firmly by the hips, my ragged breathing mingling with the wet sound of our bodies meeting again and again.

Anabel’s legs trembled, on the verge of collapse, her thighs spread wider than seemed possible, until pleasure surged through her belly in an intense, shattering wave. A muffled moan escaped her lips just as I gave one final push, burying myself with all my strength before collapsing onto her.

Anabel, her heart racing, felt the final shudder run through her body. Her chest rose and fell rapidly as her hands caressed my thighs.

Her eyes, still clouded with desire, met mine. I watched her like a teenager after his first fuck.

— 
“That was… fantastic,” she said softly.



A shiver ran down my spine. It had been too long since the last time, too many insecurities piling up. The fear of not being able to satisfy a woman, Patricia’s accusations about my abilities—all of it had just been wiped away in one stroke. I was satisfied, not because of the sex itself, but because I’d felt her trembling, heard her moans, felt her sweat after the effort.

Anabel let out a sigh, the heavy air filling her lungs. She turned in bed and locked her eyes on mine.

— “What’s wrong?”



She took my face in her hands and kissed me deeply, then caressed my cheek with her thumb as she watched me. She looked so worried that a knot formed in my stomach.

— 

“I don’t know if this is what I need. I don’t know if I want to start a relationship right now.”

The confession caught me off guard.

	— 	“What do you expect me to say? I haven’t asked you for anything. We just fucked.”
	— 	“I don’t want to complicate my life… again.”
	— 	“Look, Anabel. I don’t know what you’re thinking right now, but the last thing I want is for us to complicate our lives.”
	— 	“I don’t want us to hurt each other. I’m sorry…”
	— 	“I’m fine,” I whispered. “Don’t look at me like that.”
	— 	“Like what?”
	— 	“Like you think I’m going to fall apart.”


Suddenly, I felt uncomfortable. There was an emptiness in my stomach that hurt so much it made me dizzy. I suppose it must have shown on my face, because Anabel sat up in alarm.

	— 	“Fernando,” she said gently, “what’s wrong? Do you want to talk?”
	— 	“No. I don’t understand what this is about,” I replied. “We just slept together, I think we had great sex, and now you come out with this. I don’t know what you think I want. Maybe you’re imagining things that aren’t real.”


Anabel didn’t answer. She seemed to struggle to hold my gaze. Embarrassed, she got out of bed and headed toward the kitchen. She turned on the faucet, filled a glass with water, leaned against the counter, and drank it. The cold liquid seemed to restore some of her confidence. I followed her. I took a deep breath as my pulse settled.

— 

“I just got out of a complicated relationship… and I don’t know if I’m ready to start another one.”

I stood still, watching her fingers play with the glass, as if that confession weighed on her more than she admitted. It didn’t sound like rejection, but like a warning.

	— 	“I understand,” I replied after a deep breath. “I just got out of something complicated too. I left behind an entire life… a house, a marriage, a routine that felt like it would last forever. Honestly, I’m not planning anything right now.”


She turned to look at me, searching my eyes for something more than words.

— 

“So what do you want?” she asked, her tone a mix of curiosity and distrust.

I smiled genuinely:

	— 	“I’m letting things happen. No plans, no rush. For the first time in a long time, I’m not trying to force anything into some perfect future.”


Anabel held my gaze, weighing whether I really meant it. Then she sighed, and her expression softened.

	— 	“That sounds… liberating.” She paused. “I don’t want any ties in my life.”
	— 	“Sometimes all we need is… to stop planning. Live in the moment.” I gently stroked her hair. “We don’t have to label everything.”


She closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them again, she smiled at me with a mix of tenderness and caution.

— 
“Let’s go back to bed.” She paused. “It’s late.”



I woke up with a dry mouth and a sweaty body, stuck to Anabel like a sweet crust. She was still asleep, lying on her side with one leg draped over mine and her disheveled hair covering half her face. She breathed through parted lips, and that serious, intense expression had dissolved into something almost childlike.

I’m not sure if it was the discomfort from last night’s conversation that made me slip out of bed silently, without waking her. I walked naked to the kitchen. The floor was cold. I opened the fridge, found nothing appetizing, so I turned and peered out the small window: Mugardos was blanketed in fog. The entire town seemed to have forgotten to breathe during the night.

I turned on my phone without thinking—a reflex I’d repeated daily for years. The screen threw back my pale, almost grotesque reflection, eyes still heavy with sleep. The email icon blinked with its false neutrality.

Patricia.

The sender’s name was a knife that knows your back by heart. Before opening it, I rested my elbows on the table and closed my eyes. I wanted to hold onto the calm a little longer. I heard Anabel turn over in the sheets, and for a second I wavered between returning to the warmth of her body or facing the bile waiting behind the subject line.

I chose the latter. I’d always had an idiotic way of punishing myself. I opened it, and the day went sideways.

Subject: You brought this on yourself.

From: Patricia

To: Fernando Castellanos

Fernando:

I don’t know what disgusts me more: your cowardly silence or the martyr act you’ve been dragging around for months. Did you really think you could just disappear, pack up your things like some runaway teenager, and life would freeze here, waiting for you, as if nothing happened? Don’t kid yourself. This isn’t a movie. Nobody’s going to miss you at the company or at your house with its artificial lawn. The only real thing you had was me. And still, you ran away like a spoiled brat because you didn’t know how to be a man.

You want to know what I really think? That you deserve every bit of it. The loneliness, the emptiness, that false sense of moral purity you’re chasing while wallowing in the mud. I pity you, Fernando. I really do. You always lacked guts. That’s why you’re the laughingstock at your own company, and your life has become one of those soap operas you used to despise.

You accuse me of lies, of infidelities… And what about you? Where were you when I was suffocating in that spotless house, in that gilded cage you called home? Where was the husband who promised not to turn into just another piece of furniture? You thought you were better than everyone else. That you couldn’t get your hands dirty. But you’re nothing more than an ordinary man with delusions of purity and a cowardice that reeks.

And don’t think, not for a second, that you’re going to leave me high and dry. Because as much as it pisses you off, Fernando, I was by your side while you built your cardboard empire. You and I both know my effort counts too—counted in hours, in events endured, in meetings where I pretended to admire you while you played boss. I’m not going to let you walk away like this, so dignified, so clean, without paying up—in money or in memory.

You’ll have me right in your face. I’m not going to shut up. I’m not going to give up. You’re not getting rid of me. I’m not some exotic model you picked out of a catalog. Like it or not, you’ll answer for this until the very end.

And make no mistake: this isn't sadness. It's fury. The fury of a woman who knows she loved a coward.

Patricia

I dressed in silence and headed back to the guesthouse. Herminia had just gotten up and watched me come in without a word. Her stern look said it all. Once in my room, I turned on the laptop. Along with Patricia's email, I had unread messages from work.

I spent half the morning digging through old folders—scanned documents I didn't want to see again, notes from a life that was starting to feel distant. I sat there with the laptop open, my coffee gone cold, my mind poisoned by Patricia's last email. I read it again. Twice. Then I opened a folder I'd saved titled “Prenuptial Agreement.”

Patricia hadn't wanted to sign it at first. We argued about it, of course. I'd risen to a high position at the construction company thanks to an excellent academic record and my fluency in English and French. She'd dropped out of medical school and worked as a pharmaceutical sales rep—and she felt insulted. She made good money, she said. She threw it in my face for months. And yet, in the end, she agreed to keep our assets separate. What's mine is mine, what's yours is yours. The notaries, as always, wore expressions like they were sealing the peace treaty of some future war. What they didn't say was that no piece of paper was going to stop that war.

And yet, the paper was clear.

Under our agreement, what's mine is mine. What was hers would stay hers. There was no shared estate. Each of us was responsible for our own debts, each managed our own assets.

That included my house. The personal savings I had before we got married. The investments I'd made on my own, without her signature, without her involvement.

That meant she couldn't claim a single cent of my salary or my future pension.

Of course there were exceptions, and I knew it. “If she can prove she contributed steady work to the business without a contract, without a salary, or that she made significant contributions to building the other party's wealth... then there may be compensation for economic imbalance,” Julio, my lawyer, had said.

That's exactly what he said. Those words. Compensation. Imbalance. All so clinical. As if you could measure in grams the wasted time, the silent dinners, the fake smiles in front of my business partners.

But the truth is she did nothing to grow our wealth. She never took an interest in my work or the endless negotiations. She didn't even show up at the team-building events the company occasionally organized. Although looking back now, that had been for the best.

The house... The chalet in Mirasierra... I'd bought it. With a mortgage in my name. The decorating had been my doing too. I'd paid every installment. And now it was sold. Clean. Closed at the notary's office. Not a cent of hers, not a shared burden.

So what did she want? Maybe what she couldn't accept was that I'd left her first. That I'd taken the step she thought she had reserved for herself. That I didn't shout, or cry, or beg. I just disappeared.

And now she was demanding her share, claiming a right she believed she'd earned. As if the time we'd spent together—even if it had rotted from the inside—should be compensated with money.

I answered a couple more emails, almost on autopilot. One from a supplier asking to review logistics costs—something we'd already done three times in the last two quarters—and another from a former client who, unexpectedly, wanted to revisit a proposal. I replied politely, with a formality that barely disguised my reluctance.

Then I opened the billing document. The numbers looked reasonably good. Despite an uneven last quarter, the balance sheet held up well. Most of the major clients had stayed loyal, and the company had landed new contracts that improved its margins. But expansion had stalled. Everything had slowed down since my personal crisis.

I made a mental note to call Bea the next day—my assistant back at the office. Bring her up to speed, review the open proposals, tie up the loose ends I'd left hanging. She was always on top of everything.

When I stepped out of the guesthouse, I noticed people filing out of mass. Little by little, the parishioners parted, opening up a clear line of sight. At first I only caught her out of the corner of my eye, but one quick glance was enough to make my heart drop.

Oxygen, words, coherent thoughts... Everything fled the moment I saw her in the crowd.

Watching her from a distance, I realized she was even more beautiful than I'd thought. The sight of her made my knees weak and my pulse race. I took a deep breath and found a spot where I could observe her without being seen. I didn't want to get too close yet. I wanted to take her in for a while.

So I stayed there, peering through the dozens of heads, trying to get a good look at her.

Her gestures were pure sensuality. The kind of movements you can't teach, that come naturally to very few people. The way she tucked her hair behind her ear, the lopsided smile, the intense gaze...

I leaned back against the wall and watched her, completely mesmerized by this woman who was starting to cloud my mind.

And at that moment, her gaze drifted down the street and found mine. Her eyes softened slightly, as if she were as fascinated with me as I was with her. She crossed the street and in a few quick strides was standing right in front of me.

— “You look gorgeous,” I whispered.



And it was true. She was wearing jeans, a bone-colored blouse, and a black leather jacket. She had on black heeled ankle boots.

		“Thanks.”
		“I wasn’t really sure how to act after last night,” I confessed, looking at her uncertainly. “I didn’t know if you’d want to wake up with me next to you. That’s why I left. Honestly, I don’t know how to behave in those situations. I guess it’s lack of practice. Want to grab something?”
		“Sorry. I have lunch plans with someone. We’ll get together another day. And don’t worry about this morning.”


For a moment I didn’t know what to do. I wasn’t sure if I should kiss her. I probably should have, but I didn’t. She left with a promise to call me soon.

I’ll admit I was disappointed. I turned and headed to the harbor tavern. Before I could think twice, I noticed Juan Carlos inside. He’d seen me, and there was no escape.

He had that watchful, stealthy attitude of someone who distrusts everything—the penetrating gaze, the quick reflexes, the ready smile to mask inner tension. Even his way of speaking had something of the chameleon about it. He almost always spoke with the soft, sing-song intonation of Galicians, his phrases sharp and cutting. But at other times, that intonation vanished, replaced by a neutral accent. He could approach a topic the way small-town folk do, talking about the subject itself, its ramifications, examining it from above and below, circling around it in every direction, so that his discourse wove like a fabric, always taking detours. But when he wanted to, Juan Carlos could be as direct as a right hook.

		“Tell me, pretty boy, what’s going on between you and the doctor?”
		“Nothing. It’s much simpler than you might think. See, she was driving like a maniac and had an accident. So I offered to take her to Ferrol. I guess to thank me, she invited me to dinner last night. That’s all.” I didn’t want to give him too many explanations.
		“You’re not interested in her?”
		“Not particularly,” I lied. “Can’t say she’s a woman who keeps me up at night.”
		“Well, she’s not bad at all.”
		“Plenty of women aren’t bad at all.”
		“Besides, maybe she’s easy…”
		“I wouldn’t know. I didn’t make a move. I can’t say… Anyway, that’s a pretty unfortunate comment, Juan Carlos.”
		“Maybe I’ll make a move on her one of these days.”
		“It’s a free country.”
		“Free, you say?”


He drained his beer in one gulp and slammed it down on the bar.



“You’re pretty smart, pretty boy. I’d like us to be friends, since otherwise we’ll be enemies.”

It sounded like a warning. He was too combative, and I've always tried to stay away from confrontational people. Juan Carlos was showing the B-side of his personality at that moment. Or maybe the A-side. He was back to being the hot-tempered, foul-mouthed man I'd met the first time. I have to admit Juan Carlos made me jealous. Twice he'd acted like a potential rival when it came to Anabel, but my masculine vanity wouldn't let me accept that she could be interested in someone like him. Juan Carlos had crafted an identity that didn't seem like it could mesh with a woman like her. I know it sounds stupid, but I felt superior. I'd worked just as hard as he had—though not with my hands—I'd traveled more, and I'd earned more money. But the effect of his physical presence, the sheer weight and force of his character, made me feel insecure around him. I've always hated bullies who abuse their strength. As a kid, I was picked on by the schoolyard tough guys. Juan Carlos gave me that same feeling—the certainty that at any moment he'd throw a punch.

	— 	“I just wanted to tell you that you're an outsider who still has a lot to learn.”
	— 	“And what's that supposed to mean?”
	— 	“It means you need to tread carefully, keep your voice down, and not piss off the locals.”


I ignored him. At first. It seemed like an outburst that didn't mean much. But his tone, charged with hostility, drew the attention of some of the patrons. Not many, but enough to create an uncomfortable silence. His jaw was clenched and his eyes were bright, as if he'd been stewing in his rage all night.

	— 	“You outsiders are real good at showing up and crawling into bed with whoever you please,” he continued, now looking at me. “Like you think respect is optional around here.”


I set my beer down calmly. I felt the tension in my chest—the kind that comes before fights you no longer want but that sometimes find you anyway, like the tides.

	— 	“You want to say something to my face, Juan Carlos? Or are you going to keep taking shots like some high school kid?”
	— 	“I'll say it plain so you understand. We don't need outsiders coming here to reinvent themselves at the expense of the local women. So knock it off with the attitude.”


I laughed. Not because it was funny, but because I was struck by how stale, how provincial, how childish his little speech was. I clenched my teeth before responding, measuring every word.

	— 	“You think Anabel needs someone to protect her? Because if you're treating her like she's town property, the problem isn't me.”


A frozen second passed.

He stood up slowly, as if the air itself had weight. He was taller than me, stronger. A weathered guy. But I didn't move.

	— 	“Careful, rich boy. In the sea, sharks don't warn you before they bite. And you've been swimming a long time without realizing the water here has an owner.”
	— 	“The water doesn't have an owner, Juan Carlos. Neither do women. You're dead wrong if you think this town belongs to you.”
	— 	“Not to me. To those who've stuck it out here their whole lives. The ones who didn't come running from a life—and a woman—who brought them to their knees.”


It was like he'd spit on my soul. I stepped closer. Close enough for him to understand I wasn't afraid.

	— 	“You're out of line. If it pisses you off that I went to dinner with Anabel yesterday, go talk to her about it. But stop barking for the whole room to hear.”


We stood there like that, like two street dogs sizing each other up. Manolo, the owner, nervous, called out, “Hey, hey, that’s enough,” while a couple of old men watched us from the back with that look of people who’ve seen plenty of fights, but few worth watching.

Juan Carlos let out a snort, left a couple of coins on the bar, and walked out without another word. I stayed. Not out of pride, but because I wasn’t going to leave with my tail between my legs. I ordered another beer. My hands were shaking a little.

When he brought it over, the bartender said quietly:



“Don’t take it personally. He’s a good guy. But his head is full of knots. And sometimes they tighten on their own.”

I nodded. But the morning had already gone sour.
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A week later, as I was getting ready to leave the boarding house for good, I went down for a beer. The weather had let up, and Christmas looked like it would be cold but sunny.

I was leaving the tavern with my jacket over my shoulder, feeling more carefree than I had in a while, when I saw her. There was no mistaking her. Not even at that distance. It was her posture. The way she stood still, as if stillness were an art, a threat, or a trap. She was leaning slightly against a car. She didn't need anything else to command the scene. Her head tilted, one leg crossed in front of the other, her arms loose, her nails painted a dark red that was almost black. And that cold, calculated look that never quite let you know whether she was going to embrace you or devour you.

Patricia had arrived in Mugardos. Somehow, she had found me.

She was dressed like someone who knew she'd be watched: tight jeans that hugged her hips with brutal precision, a white blouse buttoned halfway down, the neckline hinting at what lay beneath with the ease of someone who'd never needed to exaggerate. Enormous mirrored sunglasses that made it impossible to meet her eyes. Stiletto heels, unnecessary in this town of slopes and cobblestones, but which gave each step the sharp crack of a verdict.

She was more beautiful than ever. No trace of fatigue, no sign of the drama that had shaken us. She stood there like a hostile apparition, perfect, as if her beauty had become another form of aggression. A polished threat. She had no luggage. She didn't seem to need anything more than her razor-sharp figure and her perfume to make the air thick and unbreathable.

I froze. Not entirely from fear. Not from surprise either. It was something more physical, more elemental: as if some internal spring had rusted at the sight of her. A jolt that rooted my feet to the ground. I said nothing. I didn't raise my hand. I didn't walk toward her. I just stared at her like an idiot. She wasn't smiling. She didn't wave. She didn't even seem impatient. She was there because she could be. Because asking permission had never been her style.

And then, like a dam breaking, the images began flooding back. The ones I'd tried to bury. The ones I denied out loud but that crept back whenever I was alone with my demons.

The first time I sensed the betrayal. That strange night when she came home from work with a smile that wasn't for me. The brightness in her eyes. The lightness in her voice. And that unfamiliar scent on her neck. I couldn't have said then what it was, but my body knew. I felt pushed out of her orbit before the evidence even existed.

That night, Patricia had come home very late. The door opened with the metallic click of her key, and I looked up from the sofa where I'd been sitting with the TV on, not really watching.

She came in and dropped her bag on the sofa. Didn't even look at me. Went straight to the kitchen. I remember the sound of the wine bottle being uncorked, the clink of the glass, the glug of wine being poured.

	— 	“Why are you so late?” I'd asked, trying to sound casual, to hide the anger I felt.


Patricia took a long sip before answering, leaning against the counter with a look that said she couldn't care less what I thought.

	— 	“I met up with Luisa and Tina. We lost track of time. Then Pablo and Ricardo showed up and it got late. Is there a problem?”


That stung, though I said nothing. Her friends had been joined by their partners, and she hadn't even bothered to call me.

	— 	“You could have called me. I would have come by and driven you home.”
	— 	“I doubt you would have wanted to come. You never do.”
	— 	“That's not true. I would have gone gladly. Lately we never do anything together.”
	— 	“We agree on that,” she said, taking another sip of wine. “By the way, we have the company party this weekend.”


I remember getting up and walking over to her. She was texting. Her fingers flew across the screen.

— “What day is it?”



Patricia looked up from her phone.

	— 	“Saturday.”
	— 	“I could go with you.”
	— 	“What for?” she asked curtly.
	— 	“To go together.”




She laughed, but it was a short, dry laugh—no warmth in it.

	— 	“There’s no need. It’s a work party.”
	— 	“Last year you asked me to go.”
	— 	“And you didn’t want to. I don’t understand this sudden interest.”
	— 	“Damn it, Patricia, I was traveling last year—that’s why I couldn’t go. I’m your husband, and everyone brings their partners to these things,” I said, trying not to get worked up.
	— 	“Exactly.” She turned back to the screen.
	— 	“What do you mean by that?”


Patricia put down her phone, sighed, and rubbed her temples as if her head hurt.

	— 	“I mean that… last year I didn’t know what it was like, but now I know it’s a night for, for socializing with coworkers, and I don’t want you there, standing silent in a corner, watching my every move.”
	— 	“I don’t watch you,” I replied, starting to get pissed off. “I just want to be with you.”
	— 	“With me?” she repeated, almost mockingly. “What for? So you can scrutinize everything and criticize how I dance, who I dance with, who I talk to?”


That was the first sign I picked up on that something wasn’t right. It wasn’t so much what she said as how she said it. With that total absence of feeling. As if she were talking to a cashier at the grocery store.

	— 	“It’s a Christmas party. Of course I should go with you.”
	— 	“No,” she insisted firmly. “I don’t want you to come.”




A thick silence fell. She didn’t seem uncomfortable or tense. She was telling me she didn’t want me at her company’s Christmas dinner as casually as if she were saying she was going to buy bread. I remember clearly walking back to the sofa, somewhat dazed, anger building inside me. Patricia walked past without looking at me and started up the stairs toward the bedroom.

	— 	“If it’s going to be a problem, fine, come. But I’m warning you, it’s a dinner with coworkers. I won’t be able to babysit you.”


On Saturday afternoon, while she was doing her makeup in front of the bedroom mirror, I brought it up again.

“So you’d rather I didn’t go?”



Patricia was touching up her makeup, heavier than usual. She wore a spaghetti-strap dress, low-cut in front and back, leaving little to the imagination. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and her nipples showed through the thin satin fabric. She’d left her blonde hair down. As a final touch, she slipped on gold sandals with stiletto heels. She looked stunning.

	“	Are you going on about this again, Fernando?”
	“	Yes, because I don’t understand why you don’t want me to go.”
		She set the comb down on the dresser and looked at me through the mirror. Her gaze was cold. It radiated contempt.
	“	You’re the one who doesn’t want to understand. Tonight I don’t want you there. It’s my company dinner, and I want to enjoy it with my coworkers without having to worry about you. Is that so hard to understand?”
	“	Is there some reason you don’t want me to go? Am I missing something?”


She looked away, annoyed.

	“	Don’t start.”
	“	Answer me.”
	“	I don’t have to explain myself to your jealousy,” Patricia said curtly. “I’m sick of you trying to control my every move. You have meetings, trips, company dinners, and nobody questions you.”
	“	I don’t want to control or question you. I just want to go with you, but if that’s a problem, I’ll stay home.”


My heart sank. I wanted to confront her, but I couldn’t find the words or the will.

Patricia grabbed her purse, sprayed perfume on her neck, and walked out. At the doorway, she turned to look at me.

“
If you want to come with me, come, but don’t ruin my night.”



Out of pride, I didn’t go to the party. I stayed home brooding, feeling like my marriage was falling apart at the seams. When I turned off the lights, I felt the anguish of jealousy for the first time. I could picture Patricia dancing, laughing, flirting, and probably drinking too much—not giving my absence a second thought. And there I was, sprawled on the couch, drowning in a sea of doubt.

That night was followed by others. Then came the name: Carlos. A coworker. Someone I’d always thought was a good colleague, but who had no problem sleeping with my wife in a hotel while I was at a meeting in Romania. I found out through a tiny slip-up: a comment in a café.

That was the first time. Or at least the first I knew about. Then came more. Other affairs. With an intern… She said they’d been mistakes. That they meant nothing. That she felt empty, neglected. That I was always tired, cold, obsessed with my work. That she needed to feel desired. That it was one night. Just one night. But it was too late. Because she’d broken something inside me. Because I never looked at her again without wondering who she was sleeping with when she told me she loved me. Afterward, she didn’t even bother to apologize. She acted as if that behavior had become normal.

And yet, there she was, standing tall like an ancient goddess, with no trace of guilt or need for explanations. She looked at me without really seeing me. She waited. I don’t know for what. Maybe just confirmation that she had me trapped again. That her mere appearance was enough to tear down the fragile scaffolding of my rebirth.

I took a deep breath. Tasted blood on my gums. The rustle of nets drying on the boats. A neighbor's footsteps behind me. Everything around me was the same. But I had just fallen twenty stories in a second.

I didn't move. Didn't greet her. Didn't even blink.

It was Patricia. And that was enough to turn the world into a trap again. A brilliant, beautiful, lethal trap.

I didn't know how much time passed. Maybe thirty seconds. Maybe a full minute. But she was the one who made the first move. She peeled herself away from the car with the slow deliberation of someone unfolding a threat. She walked toward me, her heels stabbing the ground as if driving an intention into each step. The wind stirred her hair gently, but her body looked sculpted from stone. Firm. Implacable.

She stopped less than three feet from me. Her gaze cut right through me. Her lips, painted dark red, pressed into a bitter line.

— 
“Did you think you could just walk away, like that?”



She didn't raise her voice. No shouting. But every word had the edge of a razor blade. Her tone wasn't angry—it was something worse: contained contempt. As if my running hadn't angered her so much as disappointed her. As if I were less of a man for not even fighting to leave the right way.

I could barely open my mouth. But I did.

— “How did you find me?”



A crooked smile, barely perceptible, tugged at the corner of her mouth. She didn't answer. She didn't need to. The silence was more humiliating than any words could have been. She left me with the question hanging between my teeth.

She turned her face away sharply, as if something disgusted her. Turned around. Took three steps.

And then she stopped. She didn't even look at me when she said:

	— 	“You'll be hearing from my lawyer. For now, I'm here to serve you with a pre-litigation notice. You need to sign here. Don't bother refusing it. If you won't take it from me, the court will serve you officially. Whatever works best for you…”


My hand trembled for an instant before I took the envelope. I knew what it was. I knew this was coming. But seeing it printed, official, stamped and sealed, turned it into something more than a problem: it was a declaration of war.

I signed. Patricia turned with a smug smile on her lips. She left me standing there with the envelope in my hand—white, heavy as a stone.

No gesture of farewell. No insult. Not even a reproach. What she did was something else. More poisonous. More calculated. All of this was part of a plan. She knew her mere presence could shatter any peace I'd managed to build.

I watched her walk away, rooted to the spot. Her back straight, her neck rigid, her hair swaying in an involuntary provocation. She got into the car with murderous elegance. Closed the door without hurry. Started the engine. And drove away.

I stood there staring at the envelope. I opened it. Inside, a summons. Court of First Instance Number 3, Madrid. Provisional measures proceeding prior to divorce petition. Case 642/2024.

The language was cold, almost inhuman.

“You are hereby required, in your capacity as spouse, to appear at the hearing scheduled for July 18th at 10:00 a.m. at the seat of this Court, located at Calle Capitán Haya, for the purpose of conducting a hearing for the adoption of provisional measures of a personal and financial nature, in connection with the imminent petition for dissolution of the marriage to be filed at the request of Ms. Patricia Núñez Berástegui.”

I swallowed hard.

In plain terms, Patricia had made her move. This wasn't just a warning. It was the opening shot. What came next wouldn't be any better: lawyers, asset reports, sworn statements, inventory of marital property, and that horrible word that turns everything into trench warfare: division.

There was an attached sheet listing the requested measures: exclusive use of the marital home for her, obviously, or if it had already been sold, compensatory alimony, plus a request for immediate funds due to “alteration of the economic balance resulting from the separation.”

She was asking for an insulting amount. She knew she wouldn't get it, but she also knew she was marking her territory, establishing her firepower.

I closed the envelope slowly. Slid it into the back pocket of my jeans, hiding it as if that could contain the damage it was doing to me, and ran my hands over my face.

Now I was on the board. Playing by rules I hadn't written. Facing consequences I couldn't begin to calculate.

She'd played it perfectly. The blow wasn't just legal. It was emotional. She'd come in person to deliver it. Like slapping someone across the face and walking away without looking back.

The worst part was that I could still smell her perfume. And that messed with my head more than any lawyer ever could.


“This isn’t going to come free.”
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I stood there like an idiot, rooted to the spot, watching her walk away down the street, her heels carving scars into the cobblestones. For a few seconds, I didn’t know what to do. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. All I had in my hands was that court notification, still unopened, feeling like a bomb that had just been armed.

“How the hell had she found me?”

The question hit me like a hammer. It didn’t make sense. Nobody knew, nobody except Merche. And Merche… Merche was loyal, but also naive. Bea knew too, but Patricia would have hit a wall with her. Beatriz wouldn’t have fallen for it so easily. I was sure it had been through Merche. Had she called her? Pressured her? Tricked her? I struggled to imagine Merche giving in, but I struggled even more to imagine Patricia giving up. She always knew how to wield her beauty and confidence like a passport. That mix of threat and promise she’d mastered so well. She could get anything she wanted with a phone call and a sweet voice. Or with another voice—drier, more calculated, sharper than a razor blade.

And suddenly it clicked. She didn’t need to extort anyone. All she had to do was make up a story. She probably posed as a client. A new project. A possible contract. Merche would have taken the bait happily, thinking she was helping me land business even from my retreat in Galicia. The perfect play. Patricia always knew how to become whatever she needed to be to get what she wanted.

I’d admired her for that for years. That ability of hers to manipulate without lifting a finger. Without getting her hands dirty. Just with a smile, a cross of her legs, a well-timed pause in conversation.

But what I once admired now made my blood boil. I felt violated. Invaded. Like I’d left the door to the past cracked open and she’d waltzed in wearing those heels, not even bothering to consider the damage she might cause.

Rage. Yes. Rage. The rage of seeing that, despite everything, she still had power over me. That she could show up like that, out of nowhere, and tear my world apart like a hurricane.

But doubt hit me too. That damn doubt. What if she was right? What if I’d been a coward for leaving like that? What if I hadn’t been man enough to face reality?

And at the same time, memory brought back the bitter taste of her betrayals. The fake dinners. The calls that didn’t add up. Her laughter from the bathroom as she answered messages while I waited in bed. Her body still smelling of other men when she came back from certain “work” trips. And I’d sensed it. I’d swallowed that poison. Not for her sake. To avoid admitting I’d failed.

And now she’d come to hand me a bill—with interest.

The contempt in her gaze was still lodged in my skull. But it wasn’t hatred. It was superiority. Patricia hadn’t come to fight. She’d come to win. To make it clear that I could hide wherever I wanted, but she wasn’t going to let me escape.

And that unsettled me more than her showing up. Because the truth was uglier: she still got to me. Her presence, her voice, that perfume I still recognized like a slow poison.

I wanted to sit down, but there was nowhere to sit. I leaned against a lamppost, my stomach twisted into a sickening knot. There was fear. There was hatred. There was a pathetic trace of nostalgia. And above all, that shameful feeling of being caught in her game again.

I took a deep breath. Closed my eyes. I swore to myself, teeth clenched, that I wasn’t going to let her. Not this time. I didn’t need to open the notification yet. What I had to face wasn’t written on any piece of paper. It was in my memory. In that place full of fog and daggers where the truths you’d rather not name take up residence. But there they were. Like chained dogs that lunge for your throat the moment you look at them.

Carlos. My former colleague. The guy I’d pulled out of professional obscurity, brought into my home, entrusted with the keys to my apartment and—without knowing it—the keys to my bed.

I pictured them together again. The scene wasn’t speculation. It was a reconstruction. I had all the pieces. The schedules. The silences. The absences. The underwear on the bed. The calls that went dead when I walked into the room. The smell of another man in the bedroom. Because betrayal has its own scent.

I found out the day they fell into the trap. The silence in the house was suspicious. The bedroom door ajar. Carlos’s shirt hanging from the doorknob. Patricia’s laughter—hoarse, thick with sex and something worse: dominance.

I saw them. And worse—I heard them. That was enough.

—

“You know what turns me on the most about all this?” she was saying, panting. “I like that he doesn’t know. It turns me on.”

“It turns me on.”

Those four words were more devastating than seeing her naked on top of him. Because everything was in that phrase: the lust, the betrayal, the humiliation. She wasn’t just cheating on me. She was enjoying it. It excited her to keep me in the dark, to watch him walk into my office the next day with that fake smile.

Patricia wasn’t unfaithful out of boredom. It was something deeper. More perverse. It was a need to feel superior, to humiliate me without raising her voice. And Carlos, the narcissistic idiot who always wanted to be me, let her use him like a grateful dog.

In time, I learned it wasn’t just once. Or twice. That it wasn’t just him. That my house had become the stage for a grotesque play where I played the model husband while she played the sophisticated wife—when in reality, she was the one scripting my humiliation.

And the most fucked up part? I allowed it. For months. I knew. I knew everything, or at least suspected it. But I didn’t leave. I didn’t confront her. I stayed, swallowing poison, convinced I could save my marriage. That she’d come back to me. That deep down, she loved me.

What an idiot.

Now she'd come to finish me off. To claim what she believed was hers. To remind me that even though I'd left, the past doesn't dissolve. It accumulates. It hardens. It sharpens.

Patricia had no shame. No guilt. She was hungry. Hungry for control. And this visit, this little scene in the middle of town, was nothing more than another move. Another way of telling me: “You're still mine, even if you think you're free.”

And for an instant, damn it, I felt it was true. I had to sit down on the open trunk of the car. I needed something solid beneath me. I couldn't breathe.

It was never love. It was submission. And now she was coming to claim my surrender with an envelope stamped with a court seal. But it was over. I swore on everything I had left that it would never happen again.

I'd never been so certain about firing someone. Carlos walked into my office with that half-smile I'd always tolerated because I thought it gave him charisma. Now all I saw was the cynicism. The cynicism and Patricia's mark on his skin. And I couldn't take it anymore.

I asked him to sit down. He didn't. He stayed standing, shirt collar open, wearing the watch that—I found out later—she'd given him. He still smelled like her perfume. And fresh sweat.


“Carlos, this is over,” I told him, just like that.



He frowned. He gave me that look—“what did I do now?”—as if he didn't know, as if he hadn't spent months fucking my wife in the house he'd helped me design with the architect.

		“What do you mean?” he asked, already knowing what was coming.
		“It means we're done. You're out. You have five minutes to get your things. And believe me, I'm holding back.”


The silence that followed was thick. He took it more calmly than I expected. Maybe because he knew what was coming next.

“Is that all?” he finally said.



I didn't respond. I didn't have to. What came next was his revenge. And he delivered it with barely contained pleasure, like someone savoring a fine wine before spitting it in their enemy's face.

		“Look, Fernando… fine. But don't make a fool of yourself. Don't play the victim. Because what happened between Patricia and me wasn't a betrayal. It was a liberation. For her, anyway. You know what she told me? That being with you was like sleeping with a ghost. That you did everything with calculation. That even when she came, she wasn't sure if it was from pleasure or obligation.”


That's when I should have broken his face. But I stayed quiet. I needed to know everything. Like watching a horror movie—not out of morbid curiosity, but to see how it ends.

Carlos smiled, more relaxed now. He had nothing left to lose. Just the pleasure of humiliating me.

		“And the most fucked up part, Fernando… I wasn't the only one. Did you really think you were enough for her? You? With that gray life, that sex scheduled on a calendar, that picture-perfect marriage. No, buddy. Patricia got tired of you sooner than you think. Before me, she was already screwing one of the guys from the company. The intern, the twenty-five-year-old kid with tattoos and no responsibilities. She laughed about you at the gym. You know what she told me? That she liked getting pounded in the locker rooms. She said she needed 'to have the false decency of perfect wife ripped out of her.' She said it just like that. Those exact words, without looking away.”


“To have the decency ripped out.”

I felt actual vertigo. I felt the ground giving way beneath my feet. Because everything fit. The absences. The “pilates” getaways. The endless showers. The new perfume. The lingerie bought with my card.

		“And then there were several guys from her company. An older guy. Married. He paid for luxury hotels and treated her like a high-class whore. And she… fuck, Fernando… loved it. She told me she felt alive. That with you, everything felt like an emotional mortgage. That she needed someone to treat her badly. To throw her dignity back in her face so she'd know she was still alive. The conferences… The problem isn't me, Fernando. I'm just another name on her long list.”


That's when I had to stand up.

I didn't yell at him. I didn't hit him. But Carlos knew that if he said one more word, he wouldn't walk out of that room.

“

Get out,” I said, my voice hollow. “Don't come back. Don't say another word.”

And he left. But his words stayed lodged like a splinter. Because there's no wound deeper than the one you sense but never dare to look at. Now I was seeing it. All its rotting flesh, all its contempt. Patricia hadn't just deceived me. She had used me. She had degraded me without me even knowing. And the worst part was that the whole time... I had kept loving her.

Until I couldn't take it anymore...

It was the last time I was going to let her through my door. I knew it even before I turned the knob.

She showed up wrapped in an expensive coat, wearing dark sunglasses she didn't bother taking off when she walked in. She had on high-heeled boots and the look of someone who'd come to settle scores, not to talk. She sat down without asking, crossed her legs as if the house were still hers, and watched me in silence for a few seconds. Then she sighed, almost theatrically.

“You're so predictable, Fernando.”



I stayed on my feet.

	“	What the hell do you want now?”
	“	Oh, come on. Don't start with the martyr act. When you act like this, it only makes me want to remind you who you really are.”


She took off her glasses. Her gaze was hard, cruel. No pain, no nostalgia. Just a tired rage. My blood was boiling.

	“	You fired Carlos for sleeping with me. Once again, you're abusing your power,” she said. “And stop acting so dignified. Enough. This is between you and me—don't drag anyone else into it. If you want any chance of fixing things between us, rehire him.”
	“	There's no fixing this anymore, Patricia. You screwed everything up. You've crossed every line there is. You've taken your betrayal so far that I can't even look at you without wanting to hurt you.”


That's when she laughed. A dry, almost violent laugh.

	“	Am I the only one to blame? Seriously? That's what you're going with? After all these years of routine, of silence, of fucking me like you were checking off a box? You destroyed me! You snuffed me out, Fernando. You made me invisible.”
	“	And so you decided to fuck Carlos? And half the company? Did that make you feel alive again? And why people connected to my work? Couldn't you have found someone on Tinder or Badoo like everyone else? No, of course not—complete humiliation was better. You even fucked an intern, for God's sake.”


She stood up. Took a step toward me. No fear. Just pure fury. A woman tired of pretending. A wounded animal wanting to bite before it dies.

	“	Yes. I fucked them. Every one I wanted. Carlos, that kid from accounting, the married client. Even some guy I met at a fucking conference. And you know what? I had the time of my life. They wanted me. They made me feel alive.”


I stood frozen. She said it just like that. Those exact words. Like a knife to the gut.

	“	I felt alive. Desired. Like a woman, not just another cog in your fucking machine. With you, everything was gray, Fernando. Calculated. Correct. Like the fucking Excel spreadsheet you use to organize your life. You didn't make love—you scheduled it. And I got tired of pretending that was enough for me.”
	“	You could have told me. You could have left me.”
	— 	“And let you off easy? Give you the luxury of playing the perfect victim? No, sweetheart. I wanted it to hurt. I wanted you to know what it felt like to be walked all over. And I’d do it again.”


The silence that followed was unbearable. She was breathing hard. I was trembling. Not from fear. From disgust. From utter disappointment.

— 
“Then I have nothing more to say to you,” I said at last.



She looked at me one last time. Not a single tear. Just venom. A beautiful woman turned into a blade.

And I walked out, slamming the door behind me.
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Over the following week in the village, everything seemed to float in limbo. A faint tension hung in the air like ozone, and I was restless, waiting for something to happen.

There, I could take a walk with no particular destination, no appointments to keep. Walking just for the sake of it, without even wanting to get exercise. It wasn't too late for a Saturday, and I wandered aimlessly around the little port, watching the last small fishing boats come in with their catches. It was a pleasant, lively scene, even if it lacked the joy and chaos you'd see at large fishing ports—the shouts, the sweeping gestures, the honking and outbursts of exhausted sailors and fish buyers. Small-town folk enjoy their pleasures serenely. As I walked, studying faces and keeping an ear out for the conversations of those weathered fishermen, I ran into Manolo, the inn owner, who had just pulled down the shutter after a long day's work.

We greeted each other and fell into conversation about the weather, the gas plant, and whether I was enjoying myself in the village. Once the crowds from the various establishments had cleared out, I invited him for a drink at the only place that passed for a pub or bar. He accepted, and we headed to the spot on the pier. At that hour, only a few locals were nursing their next-to-last drinks, though you could expect the place would be busier in summer. The terrace was closed, so we went inside and sat at a table by the window overlooking the sea, watching the quiet bustle of rod fishermen trying their luck in those still waters.

Manolo was a kind, witty man who treated visiting tourists with warmth. He also had a taste for gossip.

	— 	“I haven't seen Juan Carlos in a few days,” I said, just to make conversation.
	— 	“Well, that's no surprise!”
	— 	“No surprise? Why? What do you mean?”


“That's a question I don't mind answering in general terms, but I can't get into details, understand? Our friend Juan Carlos is a bit of an over-the-top character, and I wouldn't be exaggerating to say he does crazy things just for fun—but he also does things he shouldn't to make some extra money.”

	— 	“What kind of things?”
	— 	“Why are you so interested in Juan Carlos?” he asked, openly curious.
	— 	“Because we've had a few run-ins, and I get the feeling he has it in for me. Thing is, I don't know what I've done to him. But anyway… I'm just making conversation. Honestly, I couldn't care less about his life.”
	— 	“Oh, really?”
	— 	“Honestly, no. I'm new here, so I like to learn how people live. And naturally, I'd like to know ahead of time what kind of trouble I might get into if I associate with certain people, you know?”
	— 	“Why not ask Juan Carlos directly?”
	— 	“Because with him, I'd only get a nasty answer—or maybe something worse. You saw how he reacted the other day.”
	— 	“In that case, you're better off staying completely in the dark—no information from me or from Juan Carlos.”
	— 	“That sounds like excellent advice. I'll take it.”
	— 	However, this advice carries a risk. If he happens to confront you, you’d better know his motives.
		“Is it that serious? You can’t leave me hanging now.”


Manuel looked around, checking who might overhear our conversation. He leaned toward me and lowered his voice to almost a whisper:

		“Well, in that case I think it’s better to speak frankly. I understand perfectly well what words mean, and the importance of questions. I have no intention of lying to you. But I demand discretion. Nobody wants problems with Juan Carlos Sanmartín. Least of all me. He’s a good customer and a terrible enemy.”
		“You have my word. I’m the last person who wants to complicate our lives with that man. I just want enough information to stay clear of any illegal activity, if he’s involved in anything like that. And of course, to know who I’m dealing with.”


Manuel ducked down again and glanced furtively around.

		“Well… some people suspect Juan Carlos is involved in smuggling.”
		“Drugs?”
		“Nobody knows. It’s possible. It’s just a rumor, but he certainly handles amounts of money that can’t easily be explained by the profits from his company and his work at the fish market. He’s a man with almost no past. He was at sea for many years and made contacts in Europe and America. Colombia, Cuba, Venezuela, Holland…”
		“How do you know these things?”
		“Details that usually come up in bar conversations, especially after a few beers. Apparently he’s been to all kinds of places around the world. At least, that’s what he frequently brags about.”
		“And do you think he’s done illegal things?”
		“Probably.”
		“Could you give me an example of these supposedly illegal things?”
		“I only remember one, and I’m not even certain it was illegal. He said he’d transported something on a return trip from Cuba. Unfortunately, he didn’t go into too many details, but what I do know for certain is that around that time he bought himself a Ferrari. Back then it was a car that turned heads. I think he still has it, though now he uses the SUV, which isn’t exactly cheap either.”
		“So, we’re dealing with someone who’s probably a smuggler? Those people are dangerous.”
		“I don’t know what we’re dealing with, Fernando. I’ve only seen a man who’s in the fishing and fish processing business. The rest is just talk and more talk. I can’t offer you any proof that those rumors are true.”
		“And what’s his relationship with Anabel… With Dr. Rodríguez…” I corrected too late.
	— 	“That’s the right question!” he said, pointing at me as if he’d been waiting for me to ask it. “Obviously, that’s where your problems with him come from. Believe it or not, beneath that braggart act, he’s actually well-read, and he has that adventurous aura that attracts so many women. The doctor and he…”
	— 	“Have they been together…?” I could barely believe what I was about to hear.
	— 	“Yes. A… peculiar relationship. You could say it was stormy.”


Manuel leaned back in his chair. He looked around again and took a long sip of his drink.

	— 	“I’ve said too much for today. I think I’d better go. And if you want one last piece of advice, ignore him. Avoid him. You’ll save yourself trouble.”


He didn’t wait for my response. He rose wearily and left without looking back.

I liked Manuel. He was an intelligent man who worked in a bar and had to deal with all kinds of gossip and rumors. Perhaps sharing just enough each time was the key to protecting people without hurting his business. On the other hand, I couldn’t say I felt any sympathy toward Juan Carlos. He was a loudmouth, and now I was discovering he was practically a trafficker, if he hadn’t crossed that line already. What I found completely unbelievable was that a woman like Anabel could have had a relationship with someone like him. I thought it wise to follow his last piece of advice and stay as far away from him as possible, although obviously I needed to have a talk with Anabel. I wasn’t the only one with unhealed wounds.
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My mood was like the weather—changeable and stormy. By the end of the week, the weather improved. The sky turned a cloudless blue. I moved into Mateo's house, and I couldn't help feeling a pang of disappointment as I said goodbye to Herminia, promising to come back and visit her someday. I reorganized my work schedule to something closer to normal, and although more people were requesting to meet with me personally—and some I'd referred to other colleagues showed reluctance—I pretended not to notice.

I suppose that call was inevitable, and it was only a matter of time before it came. The phone vibrated on the living room table while I was still mid-sip with my coffee. It was Bea. For a moment I thought about not answering, but I knew there was no point postponing the inevitable.

	— 	“Fernando.” Her voice was direct, almost mechanical. “The Romania thing can't wait any longer. Management wants to see you in Madrid before the end of the week.”


I nodded silently, though she couldn't see it. It had been a matter of time. My prolonged absence was starting to cost me more than I could afford.

	— 	“Understood, Bea,” I said at last. “Ask Merche to book me a flight for first thing tomorrow.”
	— 	“Management is starting to get impatient,” Bea said. “They don't get it, Fernando. To them, it doesn't make sense that you want to run the department from a distance. And the worst part is it's no longer just a logistics problem…”
	— 	“What do you mean?” I asked, though I knew I wasn't going to like the answer.


Bea hesitated for a moment. I heard her sigh on the other end.

— “There are rumors.... Bad rumors.”



I remained silent, waiting.

	— 	“They're saying you fired Carlos not for professional reasons, but because… because he was having an affair with Patricia.” She paused briefly, gauging the impact. “You know how these things are. They grow and get twisted in the hallways.”


I closed my eyes and clenched my jaw. My barely healed wound had just been ripped open.

	— 	“And who's supposedly feeding that version?” I said coldly.
	— 	“Carlos himself, of course. He hasn't dropped off the face of the earth,” she replied in a low voice, almost resigned. “He's stayed in touch with several engineers, structural analysts, people he knows well. And he never misses a chance to drop hints. That you mixed the personal with the professional. That your authority is… questionable.”


I let out a quiet laugh—dry and bitter.

	— 	“Carlos was always a skilled manipulator. He did it with Patricia, and now he's doing it with the company. I'm not surprised.”
	— 	“Well, you should be,” Bea replied with a hint of impatience. “Because Management isn't interested in the truth, Fernando. They're interested in appearances. And the idea that you acted out of jealousy is gaining traction. There are people here who really want your position. If you don't defend it, you're going to lose it.”
	— 	“What Patricia did or didn't do shouldn't matter to anyone anymore,” I said at last, my voice low.
	— 	“You're wrong,” Bea replied. She was silent for a few seconds before adding, “Fernando, I need you to understand that this isn't just about making a trip to Madrid. It's a veiled ultimatum. If you don't regain control, someone will do it for you.”


I hung up with a knot in my stomach. For the first time, I was certain my life wasn't divided into two worlds—personal in Mugardos, professional at the company. No. They were the same, and one was rotting inside the other.

I hung up and stared at the dark bottom of my cup.

The early wake-up call dragged me back to an era I thought I'd left behind. An era of bitter coffee and empty feelings. I looked out the airplane window and saw the metal wings gleaming under the terminal lights. My personal life, which I'd tried to bury in Mugardos, was seeping through the cracks of my work life like water into a beached ship. Bea was right. The reality of the corporate world was closing in. I couldn't defend my position from a distance.

Hours later, mid-flight to Madrid, I watched the clouds from the window with a knot of discomfort in my gut. It wasn't just the distance pulling me away from Mugardos; it was the certainty that my work situation was crumbling.

Rumors had been circulating in the company for weeks. Management, they said, was starting to realize I couldn't lead my department from a distance, tucked away in some corner as if the world could keep spinning without me at the center. The Romania project was just the excuse, the spark that ignited a larger fire: my position hung by a thread.

I looked at my reflection in the oval window. My expression was serious, shadowed by doubt. I couldn't help wondering if everything I'd built in Mugardos—my escape, my silences, my encounter with Anabel—would turn out to be nothing more than a brief interlude before returning to a life that no longer felt like mine.

The plane shuddered with a bit of turbulence. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The truth was simple: my work situation was unsustainable. And sooner or later, I'd have to decide what I was willing to sacrifice.

Walking through the office door felt like crossing into a world I'd tried to leave behind. The moment I stepped inside, the familiar aroma of freshly brewed coffee mixed with the metallic smell of blueprints, the worn varnish of the furniture, and a subtle hint of industrial disinfectant. It was the same office as always, but I was no longer the same.

As I turned toward my old office, I felt the stares: fleeting, calculated, heavy with curiosity and suspicion. Some colleagues discreetly lowered their eyes or looked away as I passed, while others exchanged whispers barely audible, yet loud enough for my name to drift among them. “Fernando… he's back…” fragmented murmurs spreading like smoke from a fire.

Tension hung in the air, a silent buzz that made me aware of every step. I paused, letting my eyes sweep the room. Those months of absence had changed many things, but some gestures remained: the way certain colleagues tilted their heads slightly when they saw me, the calculating types who pretended to focus on their screens but whose shoulders tensed as I passed.

As I approached my desk, the rumors continued to swirl. I knew Carlos had worked meticulously to make it all seem real: insinuations about my personal life, veiled comments about management decisions, gossip that could corrode reputations with surgical precision. The department was watching me, and I felt it as a constant weight—every glance, every whisper, every forced smile.

My bosses were waiting for me in the adjoining room. Antonio Alvarado, the director, and his deputy greeted me with the same rigid composure as always, their smiles measured. There was no genuine enthusiasm, but no open hostility either: it was the cold courtesy of people who weigh every word. A quick handshake, a formal nod. Nothing that could betray emotion, but every second felt like a silent examination.

I sat down, taking a deep breath, letting the familiarity of the space anchor me while my mind ran through strategies and defenses. I had returned, yes, but not like before. Now I was aware of every gesture, every rumor, every simmering tension. And as I poured myself coffee from the office thermos, I knew this wouldn't be just any workday: it would be a silent battlefield where every glance and every word would have consequences.

The conference room door clicked shut behind me, the sound sharper than it really was. The director sat waiting at the end of the table, back straight, fingers interlaced on the mahogany surface. Beside him, Marisa, equally rigid, leafed through some reports with a thin smile that didn't reach her eyes.

	— 	“Fernando…” he began, his voice blending cordiality with judgment. “It's been several months since you left the department. The company needs certainty and results, and your absence is creating… uncertainty.”


I nodded slowly, trying to stay calm as the stares of those present—some barely visible behind the table—pressed down on me like a damp blanket.

	— 	“We understand,” he continued, “that you were running everything remotely. But Management is starting to question whether that arrangement is viable. And frankly, troubling rumors are circulating about your reasons for firing Carlos.”


My jaw tightened, but my voice came out steady:

	— 	“Carlos was fired for his performance and professional conduct. I’d call it a loss of confidence in his abilities,” I said, my eyes fixed on him.


A brief silence fell. The reports on the table seemed less important than the tension hanging in the room. I caught Marisa’s eyebrows rising subtly, gauging my reaction, while the Director tilted his head slightly, evaluating whether I’d defended myself with enough confidence.

		“I don’t doubt it,” he responded carefully. “But rumors spread fast, and the department seems split between those who believe the version going around and those who question it. It’s affecting morale and productivity. Romania isn’t the problem. It’s the whole department. We get the sense you don’t have things under control.”


I took a deep breath, letting the air fill my lungs before continuing:

		“I understand rumors affect the atmosphere. But the company should focus on facts, not rumors. My priority remains the Romania project. I’m here to ensure its success, not to debate speculation.”


There was a moment of palpable tension. No one spoke, but each second seemed to stretch like a taut rope about to snap. Alvarado rested a hand on the table and looked directly at me:

		“Fernando, we need to trust you. Management wants to see tangible results, hands-on leadership, and clear decisions. Your project has to move forward, and you need to convince everyone your authority is beyond question—without relying on working remotely.”


I nodded, understanding that this wasn’t just about explaining what had happened, but about reaffirming my place within a system that was already beginning to question it. As I stood up, I caught looks that mixed curiosity, respect, and… a hint of skepticism. Each step out of the room reminded me that, although Carlos was no longer there, his actions still echoed through the workplace I’d left behind.

I looked outside, toward the desks and offices. Every glance, every gesture, every whisper drifting through the hallways confirmed a truth I couldn’t ignore: I hadn’t broken free from my past. I hadn’t managed to leave it all behind. That office was tangible proof.

Everyone there knew. Every detail of my personal life hung in the air like invisible poison: Patricia’s infidelities, the deceptions, the betrayals that had marked my marriage and now seeped into every comment, every rumor, every knowing glance between colleagues. Even those who had never seen me in that situation acted as if they knew exactly what it had been like.

A chill ran down my spine. For a moment, I wanted to stay, justify myself, try to impose my authority again. But it was useless. Every attempt would be a losing battle against a system that had already learned to judge before listening.

I leaned against the cold wall, breathing deeply as the murmurs around me seeped into my ears. That’s when I understood: if I wanted to free myself, if I really wanted to close that chapter and reclaim my life, I had to leave that poisonous environment that threatened to drag me down again.

Without another thought, I turned toward Alvarado. Marisa noticed something shift in my expression and lowered her eyes. I leaned on the table:



“Mr. Alvarado,” I said, my voice firm and clear, “I’m submitting my irrevocable resignation.”

A heavy silence fell. Alvarado looked at me as if I’d just dropped a bomb. Marisa narrowed her eyes, assessing my determination. There were no theatrical gestures of surprise, no pleas for me to stay. Just the bare truth: I had decided to close a chapter.

In that moment, for the first time in months, I felt profound relief. It was the weight of the past falling from my shoulders, the certainty that I’d made the only possible decision to reclaim my life. Outside, in the real world, a place awaited where the ghosts of my past didn’t hold such power over me.

If there’s one thing I remember from that moment, it was the look on Bea’s face when we said goodbye. There was deep disappointment in her eyes, but she had the good sense not to say anything. We simply kissed.
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Taking advantage of my absolute freedom—nothing tying me to any place, no job to answer to, no partner to explain myself to—I headed to San Vicente to spend Christmas with my family. When I arrived in town, I found the beaches empty, the shops closed, and after dark, many of the summer visitors' houses sat unlit.

I crossed the bridge over the estuary at dusk. The sky was painted in oranges and violets, and the boats seemed to float motionless on the calm water. San Vicente de la Barquera had that air of eternity that never changes no matter how hard you try to escape time: the mountains in the background, the smell of salt mixed with damp wood and freshly baked bread from the bakeries in the old quarter.

My parents' house looked just as I remembered it: the stone façade, the geraniums on the balconies, the wooden door that always seemed to need a coat of varnish. I rang the bell, and before the first chime had even finished, my mother opened the door.

		“Fernando!” Her voice broke in an instant, a mixture of surprise and relief. She hugged me tightly, making sure I was whole, that I hadn't broken into pieces during my absence. I caught the familiar smell of her clothes, that scent of plain soap and home cooking that brought me back to childhood without asking permission. My father appeared behind her, more restrained, with that serious expression he had always used to disguise his emotions. But his pale eyes gave him away: they shone with pride and barely contained sadness. He gave me a pat on the shoulder, strong, almost military,


Both were wise enough not to mention Patricia or my new status as a divorced man. They didn't ask about my stay in Mugardos either. They simply hugged me and welcomed me with all their affection. We went into the living room. It was a large house... made for a large family. My mother would have wanted us all to live there. What she wanted most was to be the center of a large family. At the top of the stairs, I entered my old room. That space, thankfully, hadn't changed in the slightest. Along one wall stood a single bed, a dresser, and the desk where I had spent so many hours studying. From the window I could see the ocean over the rooftops of the houses across the street.

I thought I heard a faint noise and, spinning around, caught a glimpse of something moving at the top of the stairs.

		“Here you are again, son. I've changed the bed for you.” She came over and pulled back the bedspread. The room was spotlessly clean.
		“You can take a shower before dinner, if you want. There's still time before the roast is done.”
		“That's a good idea. I'll take a shower and be right down,” I said, hugging her and catching her faint scent of soap.


After a restorative shower, I went down to the kitchen. The house smelled of fresh stew and firewood burning in the hearth. I sat at the table, and as steam from the pot filled the air, I breathed in that warmth of home that brought me back to my childhood. The two of them looked at me with that mixture of tenderness and concern that only parents can hold.

I still hadn't told them anything, but they already sensed it all. Silences weigh more than words, and mine, in that house, spoke for itself.

I remembered every minute spent within those walls. I had spent all my childhood Christmases there, because this had always been the center of the family. I appreciated the familiar, almost protective feeling of the place.

We settled in the living room, where a fire warmed the large space. I sat on the sofa the way I used to as a kid coming home from school soaked by the rain.

At first we didn't speak. They kept glancing at me, as if afraid that words might break something fragile. I was the one who broke the silence:

		“I've left my job. It wouldn't let me move on from her. Everyone there knew what had happened. It was like reliving her betrayals over and over again. I felt ashamed.”


My mother, who was opening a bottle of wine, turned around.

		“Son,” she said softly, “sometimes you have to die a little to be reborn. Don't cling to what's already broken. You've suffered, yes, but now it's your turn to breathe. Look forward. The past is no longer yours to carry.”


I knew she was speaking not only about work, but also about Patricia, about the nights when my marriage crumbled in front of everyone except me.

My father, on the other hand, cleared his throat. He wasn't one for metaphors, but his words landed like stones in water: simple, precise, impossible to ignore.

	— 	“The only thing a man can't lose, Fernando, is his self-respect. Once you lose that, you don't get it back—not with the best job, not with the best woman. You did what you had to do. Besides, you won't have any trouble finding work.”


I sat in silence, my glass frozen mid-air. His words hit me harder than I expected. In that moment, I understood something I hadn't wanted to admit: my leaving wasn't cowardice—it was survival.

My mother stroked my arm, the way she used to when I was a child afraid of the dark.

— 
“Rise from the ashes, Fernando. You've hit rock bottom. The only way now is up.”



A lump formed in my throat. I didn't respond. There was no need—in that house, with them, words weren't necessary.

I was starting to feel uncomfortable when the front door burst open. A familiar voice, fast and breathless, filled the house.

	— 	“Mom! You have no idea what the traffic was like! I almost killed myself on that godforsaken hill! And the rain—my God, it was coming down in sheets!”


My father rolled his eyes in resignation while my mother held back a smile. Irene blew in like a whirlwind, tossing her scarf on the first chair she found and dropping her bag on the floor. She spotted me and froze.

— 
“Well, well! The prodigal son!”



She pulled me into a fierce hug—the kind of hug that could bring the dead back to life—then stepped back to look me up and down.

	— 	“Well, you don't look half bad. I thought you'd show up looking like a wreck, with some castaway beard and a thousand-yard stare. Although, come to think of it, you do have a bit of that stare going on.”
	— 	“Thanks for the diagnosis,” I replied, half smiling.
	— 	“And you know who else is a disaster? Fran. His car broke down again, so he'll get here when he can. But don't worry—he always shows up eventually. Like a bad joke.”


My father cleared his throat. My mother shook her head. But I couldn't help laughing. Irene had that gift—defusing tension with a joke, even when the timing was off.

	— 	“Well,” she said, sitting down next to me and stealing my wine glass, “I've heard all about it. The job, the… well, I already knew about the rest. And I'm only going to say one thing, brother: you did the right thing. Sometimes you just have to say screw it all. What's the point of staying somewhere that's killing you inside?”


She looked at me with that mix of boldness and tenderness that was so her, as if what she'd just blurted out, unfiltered, was the simplest truth in the world. And maybe it was.

	— 	“If anyone can reinvent themselves, it's you,” she added. “I'll even let you practice English with my students if you need to—though I'm not sure you could handle my hormone-crazed teenagers.”


I burst out laughing. The living room, which just minutes ago had been thick with solemnity, filled with unexpected joy. My mother smiled as she watched us, and my father, though he tried to keep his composure, couldn't hide the gleam in his eyes.

Irene walked over to the Christmas tree. She picked up a strand of silver tinsel that had to be at least twenty years old.

	— 	“But Mom!” she exclaimed, in that tone of hers that was half protest, half performance. “Are we really using this again? It's gone yellow—looks like something out of a roadside dive from the nineties.”


My mother crossed her arms, offended.

	— 	“That tinsel has sentimental value. We bought it when you kids were little.”
	— 	“Exactly, Mom.” Irene waved it in the air like some archaeological relic. “Don’t you think it’s time for an upgrade? This isn’t vintage—it’s depressing.”


Just then, the doorbell rang. Irene ran to answer it, still clutching the tinsel. And there was Fran: hair disheveled, coat half-open, a huge box in his arms.

	— 	“Surprise!” Irene said, flashing her eternal smile as she took the box. “…well, I thought maybe we could use some new decorations.”


My mother shook her head, but she was already smiling.

	— 	“This is going to look like a carnival.”
	— 	“A much better carnival than your mummified tinsel!” Irene shot back, giving Fran a quick kiss and snatching a string of LED lights from him.


My father, who had stayed silent until then, picked up one of the lights and examined it curiously.

— 

“As long as we don’t have to mortgage the house to pay the electric bill, put up whatever you want.”

Watching them argue about ornaments, garlands, and traditions, I felt something I hadn’t experienced in a long time: lightness. Life could be as simple as that—an absurd argument about old tinsel and a wooden reindeer.

Fran offered to help my father with the lights, and my mother went back to finish the stew for dinner. Irene and I ended up alone in the living room. The box of ornaments lay open on the carpet, colored balls scattered like marbles from my childhood. She sat across from me, legs crossed, and looked at me with that mix of tenderness and boldness only she could pull off.

	— 	“You know what I was thinking?” she began, spinning a golden ball between her fingers. “That what happened with Patricia in the end was exactly what I told you could happen. And I warned you. Don’t deny it.”


I didn’t answer. I knew exactly what she meant.

	— 	“Irene…” I sighed.
	— 	“Yeah, I know you didn’t want to hear it at the time.” Her tone wasn’t reproachful—more like a big sister’s, even though she was the younger one. “But I told you, Fer. She never seemed in love. Let alone interested in being part of the family. She was always… just passing through, like life with you was something temporary.”


Her gaze softened.

	— 	“I’m not saying this to hurt you, okay? I’m saying it because I don’t want you to make the same mistake again with someone who doesn’t know what she wants. You knew what you wanted. And that counts for something.”


I stayed silent, absorbing her words. There was no anger in her voice, none of that dreaded “I told you so.” Just a simple, brutal honesty that disarmed me.

	— 	“Irene, I…” I started to say, but she cut me off with a smile.
	— 	Don’t worry. You don’t need to justify yourself. You followed your feelings, and that’s part of living too. It’s just that… next time, pay more attention to what you actually see and less to what you want to see. Okay?
		“Irene…” I said, after a long silence, while she gathered the scattered ornaments. “There’s someone.”


She looked up suddenly, her smile a mix of surprise and mischief.



“Aha! I knew that hangdog look of yours was hiding something! Come on, spill it. Who is she?”

I took a deep breath. I didn’t want to sound like a teenager, but I couldn’t help it.

		“Her name’s Anabel. She’s a doctor at the town health center. Thirty-two… really pretty. Smart. And she’s got a strong personality.”


Irene narrowed her eyes.

		“Okay, so far so good. And the ‘but’?”
		“There’s no ‘but,’” I said, though my tone gave me away.
		“Yes, there is a ‘but.’ I can tell.”




She let out a short laugh, almost a snort.



“Fernando… you’re my brother. If you’re telling me this way, it’s because there’s a ‘but’ the size of a truck.”

I lowered my voice.

		“She just got out of a complicated relationship. With an older guy who has a lot of power in town… It was toxic. She knows it—I can tell. And she told me she doesn’t want to complicate her life.”


Irene stopped fiddling with the ornaments and leaned toward me, serious for a moment.

		“And what do you expect from her?”
		“Nothing.” I thought for a few seconds. “Or… I guess I’m just open to whatever happens. I don’t want to force anything. I’m broken enough as it is—I’m not about to ask someone else to fix me.”


She looked at me in silence, with that mix of tenderness and pragmatism that was so typical of her. Then she gave me a half-smile.


“You’re a magnet for difficult women, you know that?”



I rolled my eyes, knowing she was right.

		“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
		“No, listen.” She shifted to get more comfortable, hands on her knees. “First Patricia, who was a hurricane of ego and whims. Now this girl, who’s carrying a past full of scars. You’ve got this radar for complicating your own life. Somehow, you like playing rescuer. You’re drawn to women with cracks, like you’re the one in charge of gluing the pieces back together.”


The words hit me harder than I expected.

		“I don’t see it that way,” I murmured.
	— 	“Well, I do.” She leaned in and tapped me on the forehead with her finger. “But you know what? I don’t mean it as criticism. I’m saying it because it speaks to who you are: you’re capable of seeing beauty where others would only see problems. That’s a virtue… and a risk.”


I stayed quiet, digesting her words. She watched me with a softer smile, almost conspiratorial.

	— 	“Look, brother. I just want you to be happy. And if this Anabel can do that, even with all her complications, perfect. Just make sure you don’t repeat history. That you don’t become invisible in a relationship where only the other person matters.”
	— 	“This time is different,” I replied, convinced. “With Anabel I feel… calm. Even though everything around us is complicated, with her everything feels simple. Besides, I’m not in a hurry. I’m just letting it flow.”
	— 	“No, wait, I’m not done with the sermon yet.” She settled into the couch, crossing her legs. “You know what I’d do in your place? Find myself an easy lay. No complications, no drama, no ex-boyfriends who look like mobsters or tense dinners. Just a quick hookup and move on!”


I almost choked.

	— 	“Irene!”
	— 	“What?” She shrugged, smiling mischievously. “Come on, brother, don’t tell me you haven’t thought about it. You need to clear out the cobwebs, not get yourself into a new emotional maze.”
	— 	“I’m not like that,” I said, with a seriousness that couldn’t even convince me.
	— 	“Oh, come on!” she interrupted. “I’m not saying you should turn into some nightclub Casanova, but a little release now and then never hurt anyone. And don’t give me that newly ordained priest face, because I know perfectly well you have needs too.”


I looked at her with feigned indignation.

	— 	“Are we seriously having this conversation?”
	— 	“Of course.” She laughed again, shaking her head. “That’s what little sisters are for, right? To say the things no one else dares to.”


I ran a hand over my face, resigned.

“It’s not that simple. I’m not just looking for that.”



Irene clicked her tongue.

	— 	“Of course it’s not simple, because you never choose what’s simple. You’re the type who sees a field full of daisies and instead of lying down there, you head straight for the thorn bush to see if some rare rose blooms. And hey, sometimes it does, right? But you tear yourself up in the process. And then you come crying because you’re all scratched up!”


I couldn’t help but laugh. Her energy was contagious.

	— 	“And what do you suggest? That I get on Tinder and hold auditions?”
	— 	Irene leaned back, clapping as if she’d won a prize.
	— 	“Finally, a good idea! Do it, damn it. But no dethroned princesses or tortured souls. Find something light—a hookup that doesn’t require a doctoral thesis.”


I shook my head, amused.

	— 	“I don’t know how you can be so practical about some things and such a disaster with others.”
	— 	“That,” she said with a triumphant smile, “is what makes me irresistible. Ask Fran.”


Irene leaned toward me, lowering her voice as if the whole house might suddenly hear her.

	— 	“By the way… speaking of easy hookups. I almost forgot to tell you something.”
	— 	“What?” I asked, wary of her conspiratorial tone.
	— 	“Monica called me a few weeks ago.”


The name hit me like a chill. I hadn’t heard it in months, yet it was enough to make my shoulders tense.

	— 	“Monica?” I repeated, incredulous.
	— 	“Yes, the very same. Patricia’s friend.” She watched me carefully, measuring the effect of her words. “She wanted your phone number.”


I stayed silent, processing. Monica… she’d always been there, in the shadows, discreet, but with that look that said more than words ever could. I knew she didn’t approve of what Patricia was doing to me, but she never stepped in.

— 
“And did you give it to her?” I asked, though I already sensed the answer.



Irene arched an eyebrow with that mix of mischief and authority she always used on me when we were kids.

	— 	“What do you think? I had clear instructions from his lordship not to give his new number to anyone, right? So no, I didn’t give it to her.”


I took a deep breath, relieved yet disappointed.

	— 	“Thanks.”
	— 	“That said,” she continued, shrugging, “I told her I’d let you know. And that’s what I’m doing now. She wanted to talk to you, Fer. She didn’t explain much more, just that… well, that it seemed important to her.”


I ran my hand over my face.

	— 	“Important in what sense?”
	— 	Irene held my gaze. “I don’t know. But she seemed sincere. It didn’t come across as gossip, or like she was doing Patricia a favor, or trying to stir up shit. It was something else.”


There was a brief, heavy silence. I looked toward the window, where night was settling over San Vicente, and felt the past knocking once more at the door I’d slammed shut.

— 
“Irene,” I said finally, “I don’t know if I want to open that door again.”



She touched my arm gently, less teasing than usual.

	— 	“I’m not telling you to do it. Just think about it. Sometimes the people we least expect have something to tell us. Something we need to hear. And worst case, maybe you’ll get a good lay out of it. She’s really hot. You can’t deny that.”


Her gaze was steady, no trace of humor in it. I nodded slowly, my heart beating a little faster than I wanted to admit.

After dinner, Irene suggested going out for a walk around town. My mother huffed, part reproach, part resignation, assuming we’d end up coming back late, but my father, with a hint of a smile, simply said:

— 

“Go on, go on. Tomorrow’s Christmas Eve, and I’m sure there’ll be lots of people out tonight.”

The estuary was calm, and the Christmas lights along the waterfront promenade reflected in the water like golden threads. There were more people than usual on the streets: families who’d returned to town for the holidays, kids reuniting after months away at school, groups going from bar to bar in scarves and wool hats.

We went into a small place with exposed stone walls. The bar was packed, and the warmth of all those bodies contrasted with the cold we’d left outside. We ordered drinks and squeezed around a table in the back, where the three of us barely fit.

	— 	“This is what I love about San Vicente,” Irene said, raising her voice to be heard over the din. “It always feels like the whole town agreed to go out at the same time.”


Fran, with his usual ease, raised his glass.

— 

“To the holidays, to drinks, and to your brother, who’s returned to the fold!”

Irene rolled her eyes.

	— 	“The fold… don’t call it that, it makes it sound like he’s being punished.”
	— 	“Well, he kind of is,” Fran added, with that clumsy sincerity that somehow made him endearing.


I just smiled. It had been a long time since I’d felt surrounded by so much normalcy, so much warm, familiar noise. It was like returning to a language I thought I’d forgotten.

At the next table, some kids were belting out Christmas carols, off-key but happy. Irene imitated them with exaggerated gusto, making everyone laugh—even an older couple nearby, who ended up applauding.

— 

“If you hadn’t been born here, Irene, you would’ve ended up on a stage,” I said, laughing.

Fran looked at her adoringly, as always, and winked at me.

— “Believe me, it’s a stage every day.”



We ordered another round, and while Irene and Fran argued about whether to have New Year’s Eve dinner at my parents’ place or his, I stayed quiet for a moment, taking in the scene: the lights, the laughter, the background music. It was as if the whole town shared an intimacy I’d forgotten existed.

Irene suddenly stood up, almost knocking over Fran’s glass.

— 

“Inma!” she shouted in that voice that turned heads everywhere. “Come here!”

I followed her gaze. Through the bustle of the bar, a woman made her way toward us with a surprised smile—shy but radiant. Dark brown hair, almost auburn, falling loose to her shoulders. A gray coat buttoned all the way up, a burgundy wool scarf she was unwinding as she approached. Beneath the coat, a short black dress, and she was wearing stilettos. She could walk into any club in the city and have guys swarming her.

Irene grabbed her by the arm as if they’d been sisters their whole lives and stood her right in front of me.

		“You really don’t recognize her?” she asked, with that half-smile she wore when she was up to something.
		“I’m Inma… from high school,” she said, tilting her head slightly, her eyes searching mine for some lost memory.


My mind went blank for a few seconds. Then suddenly, like a flashbulb going off, I saw the sixteen-year-old girl with her folder covered in stickers, always laughing with a group of friends in the hallway.


“No way…” I managed to say. “Inma López!”



She nodded and laughed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

		“I thought you wouldn’t remember. Though, of course, you’ve changed so much…”
		“And you haven’t at all,” I replied—the words slipping out before I could stop them, but it was true: she still had the same spark in her eyes.


The four of us sat down at the table, and conversation flowed with surprising ease. We talked about teachers, classmates, that field trip to Cantabria where half the bus got carsick on the winding roads. She told us she worked in Bilbao as an admin at a shipping company but had come back for Christmas to be with her family.

		“I always said I’d end up leaving,” she added, taking a sip of her beer. “But when I come back, it’s like nothing has changed. Even the bars seem the same.”


Irene, elbows on the table, smiled smugly. Fran nodded now and then, though he was more focused on finishing his patatas bravas than on the conversation.

I listened to Inma and couldn’t help comparing: her easy laugh, the way she looked at me directly, so different from the half-truths and silences I’d lived with for years. I felt something like relief. For the first time in ages, I could talk without weighing every word. I noticed she was a real beauty—reddish hair, green eyes, skin soft as a peach, and a subtle accent with Basque undertones.

We were all a bit uncertain at first, but once we had drinks in hand and the fire started warming us, we loosened up—at least as much as people who’ve just met can. Inma and Irene chatted easily about fashion and travel, discovering the inevitable mutual friend or two. I hung back, listening with half an ear and turning my glass between my fingers, trying not to fall behind in the conversation. The night drifted on, slow and pleasant. The alcohol freed us from formalities, and Inma helped too, with her cheerful, easygoing nature.

I relaxed and started feeling at home. I brought up anecdotes from high school that Inma remembered too. I liked how naturally she talked about those days.

When we finished the round, Irene stood up, hooked her arm through Fran’s, and said:

		“Well, we’re heading out. We have to be up early tomorrow to get ready for dinner. You know how Mom gets—she wants everything perfect.”


She kissed me on the cheek, and leaning close to my ear, whispered:

		“Remember what we talked about earlier? Well, sometimes opportunities just fall into your lap. It’s up to you whether you take it…”


She winked and left with Fran, leaving me there facing Inma, the murmur of the pub wrapping around us like a curtain.

When Irene and Fran disappeared into the crowd, the pub suddenly felt quieter, as if they’d left us in our own bubble. Inma rested her elbow on the table and looked at me with that mix of curiosity and complicity that only comes from sharing a past.

		“I never thought we’d run into each other like this,” she said, with a smile that seemed to hold a lifetime of memories.


A comfortable silence settled between us—the kind where we could talk or simply let the past hover unspoken. I was surprised how easy it was to look her in the eyes without pretense, without weighing every word.

Inma tilted her head, resting her elbow on the table, and looked at me with that curiosity that was always there in her gestures.

“And… your ex…?” she asked casually, not wanting to make me uncomfortable, but curious all the same.

I sighed, looking away toward the street lit up with Christmas lights.

— 
“I don’t feel like talking about it,” I said simply.



She gave a half-smile, a mischievous glint in her eyes that told me she’d read right through my attempt to dodge the conversation.

	— 	“Okay, I get it. We’re not going to talk about ghosts.” She paused and lowered her voice, as if sharing a secret. “Although… I have to say, you’re pretty direct about dodging uncomfortable topics.”
	— 	“You’re still as nosy as ever!” I said with a laugh.
	— 	“Depends,” she said, smiling.
	— 	“On what?”
	— 	“On whether I feel like it.” She let out a soft laugh that made me hold her gaze.


I noticed her lean in closer, resting an arm on the table as she sized me up with that smile that seemed to promise we were in this together. For a moment, the pub’s music, the laughter of other customers, even the blinking Christmas lights—all of it faded away. There was only Inma and that mischievous glint in her eyes that promised the night wouldn’t be boring.

	— 	“Want to grab one last drink with me? I know a place nearby with good music,” Inma said, her eyes fixed on mine.
	— 	“Well… But just one more,” I said, not ready to leave the company of such a beauty.


The pub she took me to was quieter than the one we’d just left. It had more of a couples vibe. The music was softer, the kind that invited conversation.

	— 	“What are you having?” she asked.
	— 	“Gin and tonic. I never change.”
	— 	“Are you talking about drinks or in general?” she asked, her eyes locked on mine, making me blush.


I felt my face flush and couldn’t stop it. I watched her talk to the bartender. There was confidence in every gesture—the way she looked him in the eye when ordering, the way she smiled with that mix of mischief and flirtation that was impossible to miss.

We sat in a secluded corner, away from curious glances.

	— 	“So you work in Bilbao…” I said awkwardly, just to make conversation.
	— 	“Yes,” she nodded. “There aren't many opportunities here. Bilbao seemed like a good option. Smaller than Madrid, but livelier than this place. And the pay there is really good.”
		“But the cost of living is higher too, isn't it?”
		“Yes, that's true, but in the long run it pays off.”


Inma smiled, satisfied, and set her drink on the table.

“Let’s dance.”



I looked at her, caught off guard.

		“Dance?”
		“Yes, come on, you’re not one of those guys who stays propping up the bar all night, are you?”
		“I don’t know how to dance.”
		“You don’t need to put on a whole routine,” she laughed, gently tugging my wrist. “Just move a little.”


We’d already had our share to drink, and I could tell Inma was starting to feel the first effects of the alcohol. We danced close together. She moved enticingly, swaying her hips, pressing herself against me.

She was stunningly beautiful and danced incredibly well. A smile played on her lips as she ran her hands sensually over her hips, letting me take in the moment. She moved closer, placed her hands on my shoulders, and whispered in my ear:


“I’m glad I ran into you tonight.”



I looked at her, weighing my options. She was attractive, interesting, fun… and it was clear that if I wanted, the night didn’t have to end there.

We left the pub laughing conspiratorially, carried along by the night air and the warm buzz of alcohol in our veins. Inma took my arm.

		“There’s another place nearby that’s nice,” she said, her eyes bright. “Or maybe you’d prefer somewhere quieter. Maybe my place?”


Inma twirled a strand of her reddish hair, her gaze never leaving mine. Her eyes burned with desire, shining expectantly. She moistened her lips and placed a hand on my chest. A casual gesture, seemingly insignificant. But it wasn’t.

		“What do you say… want to come to my place?” she whispered again. She looked at me with a mixture of amusement and desire when I didn’t answer right away. “I don’t want complications, Fernando,” she said with a mischievous smile, moving even closer.


I realized immediately there were no hidden agendas, no promises or future at stake. Just the night and the heat of the moment.

		“That easy?” I asked, genuinely surprised.
		“That easy,” she answered, leaning in to whisper in my ear.




The tone of her voice, the warmth of her breath, the brush of her lips on my skin… Everything drew me in. And before I could say a word, she closed the distance, pressed her lips to mine, and slipped her tongue into my mouth while her hands grabbed my ass without a hint of shame. She pulled back, her green eyes locked intensely on mine, a half smile on her lips.

We barely made it to her place. In her bedroom, with practiced fingers, she untied the knot that held her dress at the neck. The sound of the fabric sliding seemed louder in the silence of the night. She let the thin material fall onto the back of a chair. I tried to move closer, but she held up a finger to stop me.

She was wearing garnet-colored lingerie with black lace details. Her stockings reached mid-thigh, held up almost miraculously without a garter belt. Her breasts were firm, perfectly proportioned. With a sensual movement, she unclasped her bra. Her pale breasts came into view, contrasting with her dark, slightly swollen nipples. She brushed them with her fingertips. Her hips were firm, her legs endless—she spread them slightly, striking a more aggressive pose.

Inma knew exactly what effect she was having. I could see it in her eyes. And clearly, it excited her.

She slid her hand between her legs with a sensual movement, fully aware of the effect it had on me. She closed her eyes and let out a low sigh. Her skin prickled. I watched, aroused, as a woman stood completely exposed before me, eager for an intense night.

She parted her lips slowly, her breath trembling, while keeping her gaze fixed on me. Her tongue peeked out, wet and willing, offering itself.

“
Come here,” she murmured, bringing one of my fingers to her mouth.



She closed her lips around my thumb, sucking. She dropped to her knees as I felt her mouth—her wet tongue, her parted lips. She moaned.

“

You like this, don’t you?” She lifted her face, looking at me intently. I could barely nod.

She began unbuttoning my pants slowly, testing how long I could hold out, how much I could endure before begging her.

With expert hands, she freed my cock. She began kissing and licking it, first almost imperceptibly, then slowly taking me into her mouth while letting out a moan. She closed her lips around it, moving with the skill of someone who had learned exactly how to please a man. Her hands lightly caressed my groin and balls. The wet sound of her mouth filled the room.

“

Look at me while you do it.” The command was low, firm, but loaded with authority.

Inma looked up, obeying instantly. Her mouth worked over me with devotion, her tongue circling my cock, licking my balls.

Without a word, she smiled defiantly. She turned her back to me and slowly leaned over the bedroom armchair, resting her stomach against the leather-upholstered surface. Her posture made her legs and thighs spread slightly, emphasizing every curve of her hips and ass, barely hidden by the minimal thong. The heels she wore lengthened her legs, making them look more sculpted, while the weight of her breasts hung accentuated.

Her hands caressed the dark surface of the armchair on either side of her body, her fingers brushing the backrest almost unconsciously. Inma turned her head just enough to lock eyes with me again. I watched her, caught between admiration and desire, taking in every detail she exposed with those sensual movements.

My eyes traveled over her with an almost tangible intensity. I noticed her nipples reacting to the cold leather, hardening.

Inma closed her eyes for an instant, and I approached her without giving her a choice. Her skin was cool, responding to every touch of my fingers. Feeling the atmosphere tense, she began pulling down her thong, moving her thighs and hips.

It was as if she were following the script of a scene she’d seen, a vague memory of a movie where the protagonist performed a calculated act full of audacity and seduction—as if trying to emulate that same essence, that combination of provocation and lust. As she lowered her skimpy thong, I observed her white, smooth skin. The air seemed to vibrate, charged with expectation and unspoken desires, as she turned to look at me in a final challenge.

I gazed at her mound with its trimmed hair. It was a declaration of confidence, of preparation for what was to come. She stood before me with a half smile, holding the thong between her fingers as the cool air caressed her naked skin. My eyes were fixed on her, reflecting a mixture of admiration and astonishment at her bold performance.

The space between us was filled with that palpable electricity that precedes moments bordering on the permitted and the forbidden.

Driven by the atmosphere charged with desire and arousal, I carefully slid my hand between her legs. My fingers began to explore her, tracing the contours of her pussy. The contact seemed to draw lines of fire across her skin.

She reached out. Her fingers traveled gently over my chest, unbuttoning my shirt, sliding calmly downward with slow, calculated movements, exploring every line of my body as she descended.

When she reached my hard cock again, she stopped. She looked up at me, and I noticed how her eyes reflected a mixture of desire and control. She wrapped her hand around me, feeling the heat and tension emanating under her fingers. Her palm caressed every inch with precise, constant movements, feeling the firmness that responded to her touch. She used her mouth, lips, and tongue with the skill of someone who knows every movement well. Her tongue explored with precision, drawing lines over my cock with calculated softness, while her lips captured every reaction in a mixture of pleasure and submission. Her eyes, attentive, observed the reactions on my face, noticing every change in my expression and every labored breath to adjust her movement.

Her nipples, hard and prominent, stood out against the soft curves of her breasts. The silky texture and weight of her breasts, swaying slightly with her movements, added a sense of naturalness and provocation at the same time.

I took advantage of the moment to place my hand on the bare breast of that redhead who was taking me to the limit. I squeezed lightly, and my fingers slowly sank into the soft, generous flesh, burying themselves without resistance in her warm skin.

Inma settled into the soft, cool leather of the armchair beneath her. With a subtle shift, she turned and positioned herself, draping her legs over the armrests and lifting her hips until she was completely exposed. The curve of her back deepened as she arched. Her skin, softly lit by the dim ambient light, seemed to glow, her abdomen contracting slightly with each breath, while the flare of her hips created a striking contrast with the rest of her figure.

My lips traveled from her mouth to her neck, leaving a trail of wet kisses. She closed her eyes, surrendering completely to the sensations, while my hands kept exploring, sliding along the curve of her waist, stopping right at the edge of her stockings.

My lips found her neck again, this time with more urgency. They descended, leaving a warm, wet trail that traced the curve of her collarbone before reaching her breasts. Inma arched forward as she felt my tongue tracing circles around her nipple, while my other hand explored the soft skin of her inner thighs, stopping at the edge of her stockings, teasing the limits of her patience.

She let out a low moan, her fingers digging into my hair as I continued my descent. Each kiss, each caress, was deliberate, designed to ignite every part of her body. I slid my hands downward, parting Inma's thighs with a firmness that made her hold her breath.

“Keep going, please…” she moaned.



I smiled at her, a confident smile that seemed to dominate the moment. My mouth and hands provoked waves of pleasure that made her cling to the armchair, her body reacting with an intensity that left her trembling.

Time seemed to stop as my tongue brought her to the edge again and again, each movement designed to draw out sighs and moans that echoed through the room.

Finally I stood up, gripping her hips firmly, and thrust into her completely in one stroke. The intensity made her eyes roll back, losing herself for a moment in the wave of sensations coursing through her body. With both hands on the back of her neck, fingers tangled in her hair, I pulled her body toward me until we found a perfect rhythm. Almost automatically, she matched my movements in sensual synchrony.

After a few minutes in that position, I lifted her and carried her to the bed. Her swollen, reddened folds revealed the intensity with which we had been going at it. Panting, Inma breathed deeply, catching her breath dramatically while closing her eyes for a moment, absorbing the brief rest.

Without taking my eyes off her, I held my cock in my hands, stroking it slowly while noticing the wetness that Inma's arousal had left on it.

Inma climbed on top of me, taking my cock with a firm hand and guiding it toward her core. With a mixture of sensuality and determination, she let her hips sink slowly.

As she descended, we both felt our bodies unite in deep synchrony, and she closed her eyes, savoring every second of that contact.

She leaned over me, and her generous breasts hung at the perfect height for my face. I didn't miss the opportunity to delight in them. Holding them from below with both hands, I felt their weight in my palms, their soft, cool skin full of curves that seemed to overflow between my fingers. With eagerness and devotion, I covered her hardened nipples with deep kisses, slow licks, and bites, her skin reacting to each touch, subtly marking the places where my lips and teeth had left their mark.

Meanwhile, she maintained a constant, rapid rhythm, moving in a determined up-and-down motion, lost in the pleasure of the moment. With each thrust, her breasts swayed with the motion, bouncing and brushing against my face. Between each stroke, her gasps and loud moans filled the room.

Less than a minute passed before I began to tense my abdominal muscles, my breathing quickening, and a tremor in Inma's body told me her orgasm was building too. Without stopping, I let all my pleasure spill inside her, while she clung to my back and responded with equal force. Her nails dug into my skin, and in an instinctive, deeply feminine act, she bit my shoulder, muffling her own climax as it shook her at the same time.

The spasms coursing through her body were unmistakable, her breasts pressed firmly against my torso. Despite having come, I continued my thrusts, now in a slower, more measured rhythm, prolonging the intensity of the moment. Our bodies moved with perfect synchronicity until she decided to get up. She turned to one side and collapsed softly onto the bed, eyes closed and mouth half-open, breathing deeply while her body processed the ecstasy. Her thighs, reddened, revealed the marks of our encounter, and my cum slowly sliding between her folds was a testament to the shared intensity and released pleasure.

	“	My God, Fernando…” Her breathing was starting to relax, but her movements were lazy.
	“	Did you like it?” I asked, knowing the answer.
	“	Wow! My God. That was… amazing. Do you always fuck like that?” she asked, catching me off guard.
	“	Like that? Well… I guess so. Why do you ask?”
	— 	“Because of the intensity.”
	— 	“Well, I'm left wanting more…”


I sat up and lifted Inma, positioning her on all fours. Her ass was exposed, her spread legs revealing her soaked sex. She turned her head back and met my gaze. I stood behind her, gripping my cock—hard again—and guiding it slowly toward the target. With one hand, I spread her cheeks for a better view, taking in every detail before continuing.

	— 	“Can I?” I asked, pressing the head against her asshole.
	— 	“From behind? You won't hurt me?”
	— 	“Are you a virgin there?”
	— 	“No. But it usually hurts.”
	— 	“I'll be gentle. If it hurts, I'll stop.”
	— 	“What is it with you men and anal sex? You're obsessed.”


Inma's fists clenched tight as she felt the growing pressure of my cock behind her, pushing against the natural resistance of her asshole. She barely managed a soft whimper, biting her lip to contain the shock of sensations. I wet my hand with saliva and slicked her up to ease entry. With that, I tried again, and this time her body yielded little by little—her flesh parting, giving way to the invader.

A moan escaped her lips as the entire head pushed into her tight interior, filling her completely. Her thighs contracted instinctively while the cum from my earlier orgasm slid between her legs. Once I was fully inside, the going got easier. The friction of our bodies and the heat enveloping each movement drew moans of pleasure from her, and she answered each thrust with groans.

Inma began to move, seeking more of what was now sliding deep inside her tight passage. Suddenly, I raised my hand and smacked her ass hard. For an instant, I thought of Patricia and her request that I spank her harder. But I didn't. That wasn't me, and for Inma, this intensity seemed enough.

She moved her hips to the rhythm of my thrusts, lost in time and space. The pleasure grew in deep waves, heat radiating from her center and enveloping her completely. Anal was a different kind of pleasure—less explosive, but warmer and more sustained. My hand found her pussy and began caressing her clit. Her moans grew more intense.

The sensation of her skin, damp with sweat and sticking to my pelvis, sent a shiver down my spine. Then I began to pick up the pace, turning frantic, thrusting in and out of her deeper and deeper. My hips slammed against her ass in smacks that grew in intensity. The friction tore cries of pleasure from Inma's lips while I tried to hold on a little longer, gripping her wrists firmly behind her back to keep her in place.

As climax approached, reality blurred for both of us—our skin burned, slick with sweat, and our senses seemed about to explode. In that instant, everything narrowed to a pulse, an intense wave of pleasure that disconnected us from the world. With a deep groan, I released everything inside her and collapsed at her side. Our breathing was ragged.

We exchanged a knowing smile, like two mischievous kids after an elaborate adventure. My eyes traveled over Inma's body, spent and surrendered on the bed, flushed red in places. Her thighs were damp, a mix of her juices and mine, and her reddened ass bore the marks of every touch and caress.

Inma, eyes closed, breathed deeply, immersed in the aftermath of that intense experience. Her disheveled, sweaty hair, tangled from the intensity of the moment, fell over her shoulders in a mess that only heightened the image of abandon. Around the room, scattered clothes completed the scene—silent witnesses to the passion that had filled every corner of that bedroom.

As our breathing slowed and the room settled back into calm, Inma remained stretched out on the bed, letting the sensations slowly fade from her body. The traces of that moment still marked her skin, and the air felt charged.

She found my lips and we kissed slowly, softly, just lips touching—almost like teenagers. I lay beside her, listening to my heartbeat and feeling her fingers trace my skin. I stroked her right cheek tenderly. She looked at me, still smiling. She kissed me again.

	— 	“I should probably go…” I said once I’d caught my breath.
	— 	“You can stay, if you want.”


I kissed her cheek and got dressed. We said goodbye with a kiss and no promises.


13

The table was set with my mother's meticulous care—she always made Christmas a ritual. The white tablecloth with holly embroidery, the same one every year, contrasted with the good china, which only came out for major holidays. In the center sat a tray of freshly made canapés. A faint truffle aroma drifted from the kitchen, mingling with the steam rising from the broth.

My mother entered with the first soup tureen—the classic consommé with egg threads and a few drops of sherry—and as she served, she said in a ceremonious tone:

	—	“This is to warm the soul and whet the appetite.”
	—	“Or to make everyone dizzy with all that wine,” Irene murmured, making Fran laugh.
	—	“If you don't like it, dear, you can stick with tap water.”
	—	“Water is for frogs,” she replied, arching an eyebrow, which drew another round of laughter.


The menu continued with hake in green sauce, cooked by my father with the patience of someone who’d spent decades perfecting the dish. Between bites, Fran asked if there was a secret to the recipe, to which my father replied:

	—	“The trick is the same as always: a good broth made with mussels and clams. That’s what makes all the difference. This year, I also switched up the wine—used one from Rueda.”


Irene raised her glass and gave me a knowing look.

The aroma filled the room and silenced us for a moment, as if we all felt the weight of tradition.

As we served, conversations overlapped. They talked about the ridiculous things Irene’s students said in the private lessons she gave to make ends meet; my father recalled anecdotes from his youth as a medical student; and Irene, with her inexhaustible humor, brought up the Christmas decorations.

	—	“Mom, seriously, don’t you think this nativity scene has run its course?” she said, pointing toward the living room, where the faded manger displayed figures with chipped paint. “Poor Saint Joseph looks like he walked out of a horror movie.”
	—	“Don’t you dare touch that nativity scene!” my mother shot back. “Your father and I bought it the first year we were married.”
	—	“And it’s still intact because nobody dares go near it—it’s that ugly,” Irene joked.


Fran, his mouth full of hake, raised his hand like a neutral referee:

—

“I vote we at least replace the angel—he looks hungover.”

Even my father, normally so serious, chuckled under his breath, though he quickly added:

—
“That angel has seen more Christmases than you, Fran. Show some respect.”



Dessert was the grand finale: turrón, marzipan, polvorones, and, as always, my mother’s homemade flan, which for her was non-negotiable. Between sips of cider and cava and rounds of toasts, the jokes continued. Irene didn’t miss the chance to needle me:

	—	“Fernando, I notice you haven’t said anything about your new flings…” she said with studied innocence. “There must be something going on, right?”


My mother raised an eyebrow, intrigued, while my father simply poured himself another glass of wine. I cleared my throat, trying to dodge the question.

	—	“For now, I’m focused on myself.”
	—	“Liar,” Irene sang, winking at me. “We’ll talk later, off the record.”


The laughter eased the tension, and dinner continued with toasts, memories, and that mix of love and petty squabbles that only a real family can pull off so naturally.

The table gradually cleared out. My mother busied herself putting away the leftover fish, my father had disappeared into the living room under the pretense of opening the champagne, and Fran was lingering over the leftover canapés. In the end, as always, Irene and I ended up in the kitchen, stacking plates, gathering glasses, and laughing about how the dishwasher seemed to shrink every year.

Irene, sleeves rolled up, handed me a greasy dish still smeared with sauce.

	— 	“You know what I love about these dinners?” she asked dryly. “We always end up being the ones who clear the table.”
	— 	“We’ve been doing it since we were kids,” I replied, trying to wedge the dish into the dishwasher like a puzzle piece.


She laughed, drying her hands on the towel. Then she gave me a sidelong glance, wearing that older-sister look that meant she was about to say something.

	— 	“So? Have you thought about what I told you?”
	— 	“About what?” I tried to play dumb.
	— 	“Don’t play dumb. About how you always get tangled up with impossible women.” She threw a towel at my face. “I mean, first there’s Patricia, who played you for a fool, and now Anabel shows up with her half-wit ex-boyfriend lurking around. What is it with you—do you attract soap operas instead of people?”


I gave a resigned smile.

	— 	“Maybe I’m into drama.”
	— 	“No, the thing is you don’t know how to choose peace.” She leaned toward me, lowering her voice. “And as if that weren’t enough, now we have to add Mónica to the equation.”


I looked at her, surprised.

	— 	“Mónica?”
	— 	“Of course. I told you she called to ask for your number. And hey, she didn’t come across as pushy or anything.” She paused, raising an eyebrow. “But she did sound… concerned. Like she genuinely wanted to talk to you about something beyond just being polite.”


I fell silent. Mónica… Patricia’s friend who never approved of her games, who used to look at me with disapproval for her and compassion for me. There was something uncomfortable yet comforting in the memory of her.

Irene crossed her arms, watching me.

	— 	“Don’t tell me you haven’t thought about it. That woman was the only one in Patricia’s circle who never bought into her nonsense. You were always too blind to see it, but I saw it.”
	— 	“I saw it, Irene. Don’t talk to me like I’m an idiot.” I sighed, setting the glass in the sink. “But seeing something is one thing—having the strength to act on it in the moment is another.”


She put a hand on my shoulder.

	— 	“Well, now you’ve got the strength. And the options too. I’m just saying don’t close yourself off. Not to Mónica, not to Inma, not to anyone. But please”—she smiled, changing her tone—“make sure she doesn’t come with a ton of baggage.”


We laughed, and just then Fran appeared in the doorway with a polvorón in his hand, talking with his mouth full.

	— 	“What? Is the coffee ready?” he asked.
	— 	“Yes,” Irene replied, giving him an affectionate swat. “But hey, don’t lift a finger to help us—wouldn’t want you to wear yourself out...”


As we cleared the last dishes, I couldn’t get that name out of my head: Mónica.

I went up to my room with the excuse of turning in early, though what was really weighing on me wasn’t tiredness—it was the need to reach out to Mugardos. I missed Anabel, and I wanted to wish her a Merry Christmas. I turned on my phone and scrolled to her name. I hesitated for a few seconds, aware it might not be the best time, but in the end I called.

	— 	“Yes?” she answered, her voice soft, almost hushed.
	— 	“Merry Christmas, Anabel.”




There was a brief silence, followed by a quiet laugh.

— 
“Fernando… thank you. Merry Christmas to you too.”



In the background, I heard a murmur of voices, and then suddenly a male voice I recognized instantly—deep, drawling, with that unmistakable arrogance. Juan Carlos.

My stomach dropped.

	— 	“Are you at home?” I asked, trying to sound neutral.
	— 	“Yes, of course,” she replied quickly. “Just relaxing. I just got back from Raquel’s place. We all had dinner together.”


Another man’s laugh, closer to the phone this time. She tried to cover the microphone, but the sound leaked through anyway.

	— 	“Is someone with you?” I asked, lowering my voice. “I hear voices.”
	— 	“Ah…” she hesitated. “That must be the neighbors. I have the window open and you can hear everything. Besides… it’s Christmas Eve, and there are people out in the street.”


I bit my lip. She was talking too fast, as if trying to fill every gap.

	— 	“I… well, I just wanted to wish you happy holidays.” That was all I could think to say. It was obvious Anabel wasn’t alone.
	— 	“And I appreciate it,” she replied immediately, her tone sugary, almost too sweet. “I’m really glad you called. Seriously. It gives me… I don’t know, peace of mind.”


In the background, again, Juan Carlos’s voice—an unintelligible murmur this time, but unmistakable all the same. I felt the stab of betrayal pierce my chest. I stayed quiet for a few seconds, until she repeated:

— “Really, Fernando. Merry Christmas.”



And she hung up before I could respond.

I sat there holding the phone, staring at the dark screen, still hearing the echo of that man’s laugh. In the darkness of the room, lying under the blankets, with the distant murmur of the sea drifting through the window, I realized I was breathing differently. It wasn’t relief, or even peace… but a kind of rough calm, like what comes after a storm. And in that calm, my mind drifted back, inevitably, to the same place: infidelity and betrayal. Once again, I felt deceived. From Patricia to Anabel, everything seemed to blur together, as if Irene’s words had been prophetic. Was I destined for toxic relationships? Was I some kind of magnet for unfaithful, deceitful women?

Few things are so devastating. Infidelity isn’t just a physical act, a shared bed or a hidden secret; it’s an invisible fracture that rips out the most basic thing by its roots: trust. It’s a crime against the intangible. The other person becomes a stranger, and the worst part is that this stranger wears the skin of the person you once loved. You can no longer look at her without feeling that the world you built was a cardboard set, a theater where you were the only naive spectator.

It’s not just about the physical. The real damage lies in the silent humiliation. In the feeling of having been deceived not for one day, but for every day you lived with the lie. Every smile, every gesture of affection, every word of love… all of it becomes contaminated at once. It’s like drinking from a glass and discovering, too late, that the water was poisoned from the start.

Infidelity kills slowly and cruelly: it kills innocence, faith in everyday gestures, the ability to trust without suspicion. It turns you into someone distrustful, someone who looks for cracks in every word, who interprets silence as a threat, who sees a possible secret in every stranger’s smile. That’s the irreparable damage: not what they did, but what they left you being.

And the worst… the worst is how it steals your identity. You wonder when you stopped being enough. Whether the fault was yours, whether something in you fell short. It doesn’t matter how many times reason tells you the blame belongs to the one who betrayed; the poison seeps in and makes you doubt yourself, your worth, your ability to be loved.

There, in the darkness, I understood that infidelity doesn’t just break couples. It breaks families, memories, even shared history. It turns good moments into ruins, into ghostly scenes you can no longer revisit without feeling the echo of the lie. And yet, there I was, lighter, happier than I’d been in a long time… because at least, finally, there were no more lies to hide behind. No masks left.

The truth hurts. Betrayal hurts more. But the ongoing lie is what truly kills. And in my bed, alone, on Christmas Eve, I understood that I had been on the verge of losing faith in love as I knew it. What haunted me now wasn’t what had been done to me, but what I had learned: that love can also be a knife hidden beneath a caress.

I lay in bed with the Christmas tree lights still reflecting in the window. The house slept, or at least pretended to: I could hear my parents’ steady breathing in the next room and Irene’s muffled laughter, still talking with Fran. All the warmth of dinner, the jokes, the easy comfort of shared drinks, had evaporated in an instant, as if someone had thrown open a window in the middle of winter and let the cold rush in.

I looked at the phone screen again, wishing it would ring with some believable excuse, but the silence was implacable, and with it came the certainty: she had lied to me.

It wasn’t just Juan Carlos’s presence. It was the way she’d denied it, the clumsy excuses, her voice too sweet as she tried to paper over the cracks. That kind of lie didn’t need proof—it was obvious. And it bled me dry.

I remembered his laugh, so clear, so close, like a dagger pushing me back toward Patricia’s shadow. The echo was unbearable: she had lied to me the same way, with that same casual ease, changing the subject to dodge any explanation. And I had swallowed it for years, making excuses, inventing alibis that even she didn’t bother to come up with.

The bed, which moments before had felt like a refuge, became a trench. Every time I closed my eyes I saw the scene: Anabel in her house, phone in one hand, glass in the other, and Juan Carlos a few feet away, wearing that arrogant smile of someone who thinks he’s won. Her lie hurt more than his presence, because it robbed me of something far more valuable than desire: trust.

And then I asked myself what the hell I was looking for. Did I really expect Anabel to be different? That her complicated history would be warning enough? I felt ridiculous, like a man who keeps tripping over the same rock but tries to convince himself it was the road’s fault.

I turned over in bed, squeezed my eyes shut. But sleep wouldn’t come. The lie, that seemingly innocent lie, lodged in me like an invisible splinter. It didn’t hurt for what it was, but for what it reminded me of: that deception never begins with the betrayal itself, but with the first small lie, spoken softly, disguised as an excuse. And I knew I couldn’t walk through that labyrinth again.

In the darkness, I promised myself that, at least this time, I wouldn’t lie to myself.

I finally managed to fall asleep. The next morning I woke to the smell of food. The living room windows had been open since early morning to air the place out, and the house was cold. My mother had started early on the fish broth, while my father kept watch over the oven where half a suckling lamb was beginning to roast.

Mom and Irene were finishing setting the table, once again dressed in the holiday tablecloth. Little by little, the dishes appeared: garlic shrimp still sizzling in the clay pot, clams in marinara sauce, homemade croquettes that always vanished too soon, and finally the eternal lamb we’d eaten at Christmas for as long as I could remember, which my father regarded with quiet pride.

	— 	“Now this is a Christmas meal,” Fran said, rubbing his hands together as he prepared for battle.
	— 	“Don’t count your chickens yet,” Irene replied. “First you have to survive Dad’s consommé speech.”


My father raised an eyebrow, serving the first cups.

	— 	“Consommé isn’t a speech, it’s tradition. And traditions aren’t debated, they’re honored.”
	— 	“That’s right, Irene,” my mother added, passing me a steaming cup. “Your father spends the whole year waiting for this moment.”


We laughed, and the meal began with toasts and bites. When the platters of seafood arrived at the table, Irene took the opportunity to change the subject.

	— 	“By the way, Fernando, you’ve barely told us anything about your northern exile. Other than that it’s cold and the houses are crooked from the wind.”
	— 	“It’s not an exile,” I replied, peeling a shrimp. “It’s just somewhere different. And yes, it’s cold, but it has its charm.”


My father nodded, resting his elbow on the table.

	— 	“Mugardos…” he repeated, his voice low and thoughtful, savoring the word. “I was there many years ago, when I did my military service in Ferrol. I remember it as a tiny town, but full of charm.”
	— 	“It’s still just as quiet,” I added. “But you can still sense something of that in the people. I don’t know how to explain it… there’s a seriousness, a dignity, even in everyday life.”
	— 	“Yes,” my father said, cutting a piece of bread. “The climate probably shapes the character.”
	— 	“The climate for sure, but also all the hardships the region has been through. The industrial restructuring, the Prestige, drug trafficking…”


Irene watched all this with a hint of irony.

	— 	“Wow, looks like my brother has become the official chronicler of Mugardos. What’s next, writing a book?”
	— 	“Don’t make fun,” I replied, smiling. “It’s a small place, yes, but it has a life of its own. In the mornings, when the boats return and the fish market comes alive, you feel like the whole town revolves around that rhythm. It’s as if the tide sets the pace for the people’s very breath.”


Fran perked up, his eyes bright with curiosity.

	— 	“And what about the food there? Because, mind you, we’re very spoiled here…”
	— 	“The octopus…” I answered without thinking. “It’s different from the octopus you’ve had here. More flavorful. Once you try it, you never forget it.”
	— 	“You hear that, Fran?” Irene jumped in, laughing. “Don’t you forget it. Write it down—this summer we’re taking a trip to visit Fernando. I think there’s plenty of room at his place.”


My father took a sip of wine and added:

	— 	“The thing about those places is the sea gives everything… but it takes it away too. That leaves a mark on people. They don’t live with their backs turned to life like in the cities. They know what a good day is worth.”


The conversation continued with memories, comparisons to other fishing villages, and my father’s anecdotes. Between courses, I felt that Mugardos had already become part of my family story, as if by naming it I was legitimizing it in their eyes, weaving it into my history—not as a footnote, but as a place where I belonged, even if only in passing.

With coffee and liqueurs on the table, the Christmas lights flickered in an almost hypnotic rhythm. Irene dropped into the armchair across from me, a glass of orujo cream cradled in her hands. She looked at me with that mix of curiosity and mockery she always wore when she sensed a secret half-confessed.

	— 	“Well, Fernando,” she began, stretching her legs, “are you planning to call Mónica, or are you going to leave her hanging as ‘unfinished business’? I don’t want to seem nosy, but I like that girl. She’s the complete opposite of Patricia. She’s humble,”
	— 	“Not right now,” I replied, a bit more curtly than I intended.


She arched her eyebrows, smiling.

— “Mmm… that sounds like you’re scared.”



I sighed, stirring my coffee.

	— 	“It’s not fear, Irene. I just have enough on my plate with what happened to me in Mugardos.”
	— 	“You mean Patricia’s ambushes?” she asked, setting her glass on the table and leaning forward, as if she didn’t want to miss a single detail.


I nodded slowly.

	— 	“Yes. You can’t imagine how uncomfortable it was. There, in a town where everyone knows each other. She showed up where I least expected her, trying to remind me she still had power over me. I can’t figure out how she found me. I assume it was through someone at the company, but I don’t know for sure. My biggest fear was that she might come here. That’s why I decided to go to Mugardos. I have no ties there. I figured she’d look for me here, close to family, but as you can see, even at the other end of the country she tracked me down.”


Irene twisted her mouth, shaking her head.

	— 	“Same old story. Patricia needed to make sure you weren’t rebuilding your life faster than she was.”
	— 	“Exactly. It was like a dirty game. If I talked to someone, the suspicion would follow soon after—the veiled jab, the insinuation that I was still ‘the official cuckold.’ Never direct words, always half-truths. But she wants money. She says I owe her part of what I have.”


My sister watched me in silence, the spark of irony still in her eyes, but her expression hardened.

	— 	“And that didn’t convince you even more that you had to make a clean break?” she asked.
	— 	“Yes,” I answered. “That’s why I don’t want to call Mónica right now. Even though she has nothing to do with it, she’s part of that world. And I… I need air. I need to be around people who don’t remind me of Patricia.”


Irene rested her chin on her hand, tilting her head.

	— 	“Right. But remember what we talked about: you can’t lock yourself away forever. Mugardos, Mónica, whoever… someday you’ll have to let someone in. Besides, Mónica seems different. Maybe it’d do you good to talk to her. She might even fill you in on your scheming ex-wife’s plans.”
	— 	“I know,” I replied, my tone grave. “But not now.”


She drank the last sip of orujo, sighed theatrically, and smiled.

	— 	“All right, Mr. Respectable. But when Mónica comes looking for you again, don’t be surprised if I hand you the phone myself at the Christmas table.”


I laughed halfheartedly, grateful for her lightness after such a harsh confession. And silently, I thought she was right: I still hadn’t completely broken free from Patricia’s shadow.


14

The car sped through the curves of Piedrafita. I stared out the window as raindrops crawled down the glass with irritating slowness, blurring the bare trees, the waterlogged meadows, the slate roofs. Something in that damp gray brought me back to Mugardos even before I arrived.

When I crossed the bridge toward Ferrol and the salty air slipped through the crack in the window, I knew I was back. And with that sea smell came the question I'd been chewing on since Christmas Eve: why did Anabel lie to me?

The scene replayed over and over in my memory. Her hurried voice, the absurd excuse about the neighbors, Juan Carlos's laughter slipping through the receiver like a reminder of the territory I was getting into. Every detail carried disproportionate weight. The speed of her denial, the overly sweet tone, the rush to hang up… Was it a lie to protect me? Or to protect herself? The fact was, it had been a lie, and I'd had my fill of lies for several lifetimes.

When I arrived in Mugardos, the estuary lay asleep under a blanket of mist. The town welcomed me with its unhurried rhythm: men gathering nets at the port, women carrying bags from the market, children in oversized scarves running through the plaza. Nothing had changed, except me.

I drove home calmly. When I opened the door, the silence hit me. In San Vicente, familiar voices had filled every corner; here, only solitude waited for me, untouched, like a room that had been closed too long.

I dropped into the armchair and lit the fireplace. The warmth began to spread slowly, but it wasn't enough to dispel the unease coursing through me.

The doubt devoured me more than certainty would have. Because if she had admitted she was with him, maybe it would have hurt less. At least there would have been honesty in that. But the lie… the lie dragged me back to terrain I'd sworn never to tread again.

And yet, I couldn't stop thinking about her. About the way she laughed, about how fragile she'd seemed when she confessed about the complicated relationship, about that night we'd shared. I felt torn between wanting to erase her from my mind and being unable to.

There, in the silence of the house, I understood that Anabel's lie wasn't just a wound. It was also a mirror. It forced me to ask myself whether I was capable of trusting anyone again, or whether I was condemned to see ghosts around every corner, to suspect even when there was no reason to.

I poured myself a whisky, drank it in one gulp, and leaned my head back against the chair. Outside, the rain drummed on the windows with an insistent rhythm. And I, trapped between the desire to seek her out and the need to avoid her, found myself prisoner to a doubt that had no answer.

I was aware that this was my life. Maniños and Mugardos, for better or worse, had become my home. Sooner or later, everything would pass and things would return to some kind of normal. In fact, I felt much better, as if all the pain were slowly fading. Or at least that's what I told myself.

On Sunday morning, I kept my promise to visit Herminia. I bought some milk rolls and headed to her boarding house, which for a time had been my home. After knocking several times, she opened the door with that distrustful look she always wore for unexpected visitors. But she recognized me right away and waved me in warmly.

Freshly made coffee waited in the kitchen. Herminia served it in two of those enormous cups, then stood with her hands on her hips, eyeing me with amusement as she dunked the rolls in her coffee.

		“So the rumors are true…? Word around town is that you and the doctor have a thing going…”
		“That's the rumor going around?”
		“It's on everyone's lips. Lord have mercy! … It's the doctor, isn't it?”
		“Depends on what 'have a thing going' means.”
		“I knew it!”
		“What do you mean by that?”
		“Well, my friends said that girl was going to fall back into Juan Carlos's arms, but I always thought she was too 'refined' for that lout. He's too rough. Honey's not meant for a donkey's mouth… as the saying goes.”
		“Do you like the doctor?”
	— 	“More coffee?”
	— 	“Yes, please. But you haven’t answered my question.”
	— 	“I think she’s a good girl, weighed down by a man who’s no good for her. And I think you can win her over, as long as you put in the effort and play it smart.”
	— 	“Herminia, you’re from another era!” I said, laughing.
	— 	“Yes, yes, I’m on your side, not Sanmartín’s. He’s not on the level. That girl should be yours. But don’t let your guard down, and don’t underestimate your rival.”
	— 	“I won’t deny that I like the doctor. But I don’t know if I want to get into that kind of thing again. Love is complicated. Especially with all the baggage I’m carrying.”
	— 	“She has her own baggage too…”
	— 	“That’s exactly my point, Herminia.”


I left Herminia’s place still laughing and looked up at the sky, trying to find a break in the clouds on that rainy morning. Luckily, it had cleared up—the sun lit up the water, and the hills glowed green and bright. My chat with the old woman had been nothing but playful banter, but even so, I felt no lighter for it. Patricia with her lies, Anabel with her secrets. It seemed like every relationship in my life was doomed to fail.

Before lunch, the rain had let up, leaving the streets with a wet sheen that reflected the darkened neon signs of the bars. I walked into one of the bars on the plaza, hoping to reconnect with the regulars. The place was half full, with a murmur of hushed conversations and the clink of spoons against porcelain.

I was almost inside when, out of the corner of my eye, I saw her. Anabel.

She stood at the bar, talking with a friend I didn’t recognize. She wore a long dark wool coat, her hair pulled back in a hasty bun with a few strands escaping. She was laughing, tilting her head to one side, and for an instant I felt like time had rewound to that first dinner together, when her laughter didn’t yet hide any secrets.

My heart skipped a beat. I saw her making her way between the tables, determination in her stride, her eyes fixed on me. And then, before I could even step inside, I reacted. Without thinking, I started to turn around to leave. I didn’t want to see her. She turned her head and spotted me. No doubt about it. I raised my hand and waved from a distance—a brief, almost automatic gesture, just going through the motions of politeness. Her smile instantly shifted into something else: surprise first, then a flash of relief, and finally disappointment. She excused herself to her companion and started toward me.

I didn’t run, but I came close. I could feel her gaze boring into my back—that mix of confusion and reproach I could picture without needing to see it. I walked briskly toward the plaza without looking back, even though I knew I’d have to face her sooner or later. And yet, doubt burned in my chest: had I done the right thing by leaving, by not giving her the chance to speak? Or had I just made myself a prisoner of a silence I didn’t want to share?

I had barely crossed the plaza when I heard the hurried click of her heels against the wet cobblestones. I glanced back: Anabel was coming after me, her coat unbuttoned, her bun coming undone in her haste.

— 
“Fernando!” she called, her voice caught between a plea and a reproach.



I stopped. Not by choice, but because her voice hit me square in the back like a blade. She caught up to me panting, cheeks flushed, eyes wide with surprise, as if she couldn’t understand any of this.

— 

“Are you avoiding me?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper, straining for firmness but coming out fragile.

Silence fell. The bustle of the plaza—the murmur of people, the clatter of dishes from the bars—seemed to fade away around us. I felt everything shrink to just her ragged breathing and mine, held in check.

I looked into her eyes, and something in that gaze tore at me: the mixture of closeness and distrust, of attraction and suspicion.

— 

“I can’t stand lies,” I said at last, with a calm that surprised even me.

Anabel’s expression changed instantly. Surprise gave way to tension—jaw clenched, gaze hardened. She took a step back, as if she needed space to defend herself.

— 

“Lies?” she repeated, with a dry laugh that tried to sound incredulous. “What have I lied to you about, Fernando?”

She held my gaze firmly, but her eyes betrayed a flash of unease—that imperceptible blink of someone who knows exactly what you mean but wants to make you say it out loud.

I stayed silent. And that silence weighed more than any accusation.

She crossed her arms, as if to protect herself. A cold gust of wind swept through, forcing us both to hunch over. But the real cold, the one that chilled me to the bone, came from the distance that had suddenly opened between us: an abyss made of unspoken words, of suspicions and old wounds demanding their place in the conversation.

	— 	“I heard you, Anabel,” I finally let out, with a firmness I barely recognized as my own. “Juan Carlos’s voice. At your house. On Christmas Eve.”


The impact was instantaneous. No surprise. No feigned indignation. Just a brief blink, and then her gaze hardened like a door slamming shut.

— 

“So what if he was?” she shot back, an edge in her voice. “I don’t owe you an explanation.”

She said it slowly, each word sharp as a blade. Her chin was raised, her breathing tense, her eyes cold. She wasn’t trying to deny anything—just to protect herself behind a wall of pride.

I looked at her in silence for a few seconds, feeling all the air in Mugardos thicken between us.

— 

“I’m not asking for one,” I finally responded, my tone grave, serene, almost pained.

The silence that followed was unbearable. The plaza went on living around us, but for me everything else disappeared. Only the two of us remained, trapped in a tension that fed on what was left unsaid.

I caught a fleeting flash in her eyes. For a moment, it seemed a crack had appeared beneath her armor: weariness, perhaps sadness. But she immediately pulled herself together, drawing herself up once again into that proud woman who wouldn’t let anyone dictate her steps. And looking at her, I knew there was no going back: broken trust doesn’t mend itself with silence.

	— 	“You don’t understand, Anabel,” I said, my voice trembling, as if I were suddenly talking more to myself than to her. “I can’t stand lies. Patricia destroyed me. Over and over. Each lie, no matter how small, was like a slow poison. And now… now any lie, even if it seems trivial, strips the skin right off my trust.”


Her eyes, hard just moments before, suddenly glistened. She blinked rapidly, trying to hold her composure, but the shine in her gaze gave her away. Her breathing grew uneven, and she pressed her lips together to keep any word from slipping out unbidden.

I stepped closer, lowering my voice so nothing stood between us but the rawness of what I wanted to say.

	— 	“Look, sadness isn’t something to avoid or deny. Because life, Anabel, is essentially sad. I learned that the hard way. And accepting it, embracing that sadness, is the only thing that lets us live authentically. But lies…” I continued with inexorable calm, “lies have to be avoided. Because they undermine the only thing that can sustain a couple, the only thing that lets someone give themselves completely: trust.”


The silence that followed was absolute. The plaza, the murmur of the sea, the voices of passersby—none of it mattered anymore. Only her glassy eyes and mine, where pain and conviction seethed together. In that instant, I understood I had torn wide open the wound that still bled inside me. And that what she did with those words would mark the future for both of us.

I took a deep breath, gathering the strength to cross that final threshold.

	— 	“You know what the worst part is, Anabel?” I said, my eyes fixed on her. “I found out through town gossip. Your thing with Juan Carlos… everyone knows but me.”


Her eyes, already clouded, widened for an instant as if she’d taken a blow. But instead of crumbling, she pulled herself together in a second. She hardened her expression, raised her chin, and shot back a sharp, almost defiant look.

	— 	“So what?” she replied, her voice low but firm, barely concealing her anger. “It’s none of your business. Just like your marriage to Patricia is none of mine.”


I felt the icy air cut through to my bones. It was as if those words had wiped away any warmth we’d ever shared. It wasn’t what she said, but how she said it. That hardness, that way of putting up a wall, of marking territory. And at the same time, behind the firmness, I caught a slight tremor, a crack in the shield: a sign that she was pushing me out because she couldn’t—or didn’t want to—let me in. I stood motionless, feeling like all of Mugardos was watching us, even though no one had actually stopped. As if the gossip I’d mentioned hung in the air around us, whispering that she was right: I was the last to know.

— 
“Anabel, I need to know what relationship you had with Juan Carlos.”



She looked away, and that gesture was more revealing than any words. She ran her hand through her hair nervously, as if trying to buy time. Then she looked at me intently, with that mixture of defiance and vulnerability that made her impossible to read.

	— 	“Don’t you think I should know that story?”
	— 	“Not necessarily. Nothing says I have to tell you. My past is my own. I don’t owe you any explanation for what I did before we met.”
	— 	“But I do think I deserve one about the present.”


Anabel lowered her head and nodded slightly.

	— 	“It was… complicated,” she finally said, letting out a sigh that seemed to carry an enormous weight. “Juan Carlos came at a time when I was adrift. After my father’s death, the pressure at work… I felt alone, and he showed up with that confidence of his, that way of making you believe he’s in control of everything.”


She bit her lip. I watched her eyes grow moist, though she tried to maintain her composure.

	— 	“At first he dazzled me. He was attentive, generous, even tender. He made me feel protected. But soon… he started showing another side. The arrogance, the need to control everything. One day he’d give you flowers, and the next he’d make you feel like shit because you’d gone out with your friends. He consumed me. I called it love, but it was really fear disguised as affection.”


She stopped abruptly, perhaps thinking she had said too much.

	— 	“It was stormy,” she admitted in a low voice, almost a murmur. “A relationship that wore me down, that left me with scars I’m still not sure have healed. And when I wanted to get out… it was too late. He doesn’t understand endings.”


An uncomfortable silence fell between us, which I decided to break. As if I’d been bewitched by a “meiga,” I stumbled into stupidity once again. Anything related to Anabel that crossed my mind made me seem more clumsy and clueless about matters of the heart, as if I were determined to prove Herminia right. I asked her about Juan Carlos.

	— 	“And now? What’s going on between you two?”
	— 	“Nothing. I can’t deny I’m attracted to him—I like his arrogance, his confidence. I don’t know how much I’d trust him, but I like him. I think he puts on a tough front, but underneath there’s someone more sensitive than he lets on. He’s definitely got a certain charm. He’s a man of action and a dreamer at the same time. And that’s something I admire—a lot of women do. He’s very much a boy and very much a man at the same time. Yes, he’s a mischievous boy, but likeable.”
	— 	“I don’t really agree. I don’t find him charming, and I don’t think he’s a child—at least not in any positive sense. I think he’s a great actor. He knows how to become whatever suits him at any given moment.”
	— 	“I don’t know, that seems like a pretty harsh judgment. Someone might think you’re jealous of him.”


There it was—the word: jealousy. Yes, jealousy and all my personal insecurities. The reality was that I didn’t hate Juan Carlos, but my relationship with him was anything but pleasant. He was everything I wasn’t—the good and the bad. To maintain even a shred of dignity, I had to confront him constantly. So far, I hadn’t found a single instance where we’d managed to have a normal conversation. I even knew my responses had nearly triggered violent outbursts. That’s why it stung when Anabel used the word jealousy. With that man, everything was a constant battle of words. And in this battle, he seemed willing to use any tactic, no matter how underhanded.

	— 	“I’m not jealous, Anabel. He’s just an unbearably rude and aggressive guy.”
	— 	“That’s not true. He can be charming. You saw it yourself the other day with the girls at dinner. He had them mesmerized.”
	— 	“Well, since I arrived, all I’ve gotten from him is hostility.”
	— 	“Did you know he was involved with Teresa?”
	— 	“The teacher?”
	— 	“Yes. They had a relationship that ended naturally, without shouting or recriminations. Juan Carlos claims Teresa is too intelligent for his taste.”
	— 	“Which probably means she’s not willing to put up with Juan Carlos’s nonsense,” I interjected, seizing the chance to get in a dig.
	— 	“And you? How do you feel about him? I don’t know, I get the impression you’re still in love with him.”
	— 	“No. I’m not in love with him. That doesn’t mean I don’t find him attractive.”
	— 	“For you?”
	— 	“For most women. Raquel likes him too.”
	— 	“Would she actually be with a man like that? I don’t believe it. Or maybe we’re talking about different people.”
	— 	“Probably. Though I think your perception is biased.”


The conversation was driving me crazy. The casual way Anabel described that man left me feeling utterly powerless. It was as if she and her friends were blind to what, in my view, was so painfully obvious.

	— 	“Are you trying to provoke me?”
		“No. You’re the one who brought up his name. I’m just telling you what I think. I told you there’s nothing between us. That should be enough for you.”
		“Well, it’s not enough for me, Anabel.”
		“There’s nothing I can do about that. I don’t want a jealous scene, Fernando… Really.”
		“Did you sleep with him?” The question burst out of pent-up rage, born from the absurdity of this conversation.


She stared at me, took a deep breath, tucked her hair behind her ear, and looked up at the overcast sky.

		“Fernando…” she began.
		“Did you sleep with him?” I repeated, cutting her off.
		“It’s none of your business…” she answered with poise and an unsettling calm. “But no. I didn’t sleep with him. After dinner at Raquel’s, he walked me home. I won’t deny he tried, but nothing happened.”
		“How reassuring!” My voice came out hoarse and sharp, raw with the searing pain I felt. She didn’t flinch.


Juan Carlos’s constant provocation flooded back to me, along with the certainty that at any moment it could turn violent. And of course, the exact moment Anabel accused me of being jealous. Not because of what she said, but how she said it. Deep down, she seemed to expect me to understand that “that’s just how he is.”

Anabel hugged herself as if bracing for an attack from me. Her jaw was tense. I didn’t speak either. I had so many things to tell her, so many questions to shout at her, that I chose silence instead. Sometimes pride is nothing more than fear disguised as dignity.

		“I’m sorry.”
		“There’s nothing to be sorry about,” I responded flatly.
		“Let’s just leave it here, okay?” she added, her voice barely a whisper. It was an ambiguous phrase, open to many interpretations. But in context, it could only mean one thing.


I gave a slight nod. I didn’t want to argue anymore. Or convince her. Or ask for explanations.


“Look, I’m sorry, but… I don’t want to rush into things with you.”



I shook my head, grimacing.

		“No, I don’t mean… it’s not that I don’t want to…” She took a deep breath. “I still don’t know if we’re ready, okay?” she said with an uncertain smile. “I don’t want to get into something I can’t get out of later without getting hurt.”


Before I could respond, she had already leaned in, pressed a fleeting kiss to my lips, and turned on her heel, leaving without looking back. I felt longing, urgency, and guilt, all at once.

She walked away with purpose, making it clear there was nothing left to say. I watched her disappear around a corner. And there I stood for a few seconds, staring at the plaza without really seeing it. I lit a cigarette. I didn't feel like smoking, but I needed something between my fingers. Something to distract me from the thick, sickening feeling rising through my chest. That mixture of frustration, loneliness, and something like guilt.

I started the engine and pulled away slowly. I drove aimlessly for a couple of hours. By the time I noticed how much time had passed, night had swallowed me whole.

When I got home, the car clock read eleven-ten. The engine died with a long sigh, and darkness lunged at me like an old, patient beast that had been crouched among the trees, waiting. The moon barely cut through the clouds, and the damp stones of the courtyard gleamed under the headlights.

I got out and slammed the door hard. Not out of anger, but because I couldn't help it. My jaw was clenched, my pulse ragged. Each step on the gravel sounded like a reproach. Like unspoken words. Like “damn Juan Carlos” and “What the hell do you see in him, Anabel?”

I threw open the door, as if that piece of metal could avenge the humiliation gnawing at me from within. It creaked as always, with that groan of an old house that seems to whisper warnings from the past. I walked in without turning on the light. I didn't want to see. I didn't need any more light. I'd already seen enough that night.

The smell of damp stone and old wood welcomed me, familiar but unforgiving. I dropped the keys on the hall table with the same tired gesture you use to set down an empty glass at the edge of a bar. I took off my jacket and threw it over the chair in the hallway. It wasn't carelessness. It was contempt for everything. For myself. For that absurd conversation.

I flicked on the kitchen light. The bulb flickered over the table. Everything was the same, with that disorder that followed me to every place I lived. I stood there, looking at a scene that could have been a theater set, an absurd stage for a dark comedy I didn't know how to end.

I poured myself some whisky. The liquid, strong and rough, went down my throat with the harshness of things you don't want to accept. I dropped into one of the chairs. The backrest creaked and I felt a twinge in my back. I lit a cigarette without even thinking about whether I wanted one. Just to have something in my hands. Something that wasn't rage.

I saw her again in my head: the way she pressed her lips together, that look of quiet disappointment, her gaze. What if she was right? What if I was the one who couldn't read people? Maybe I'd become paranoid. Maybe the wound Patricia left was still festering beneath the scab, and I, idiot that I was, had started distrusting everyone. Even her.

But... why did that lie hurt so much? Why had I felt betrayed? Had I been expecting... something more?

I drained the glass in one gulp and slammed it down on the table. It didn't break, but it vibrated. Just like me.

The silence in the house was thick. I could hear the murmur of old pipes, the wind slipping through the window frames, an owl somewhere in the distance.

I wouldn't be able to sleep. And it wasn't just the anger. It was...

The doorbell rang, shrill in the middle of the night. I jumped up, heart in my throat, feet cold on the stone floor. It was late. Too late for visitors. But hope, that incorrigible idiot, slipped between my ribs: it's her, I thought. Anabel has come back. Maybe she regrets it, maybe she's come to ask my forgiveness, or to hurl another accusation at me, but to tell me something. Anything. Something to break that silence.

I walked quickly toward the door, barefoot, shirt still open, soul shrunken. The rain pounded the windows furiously. The wind whistled through the cracks, chilling the house.

I opened it. And reality shattered every illusion.

It was Patricia. And she looked gorgeous. Just what I needed to cap off that dreadful day.

She wore a long black wool coat, fitted, that hugged her waist with the same precision she used to hurt me. Under the coat, dark stockings peeked out, thick ones, and high-heeled boots. Her hair, always shiny, fell over her shoulders in a black, damp cascade, tousled by the rain. She wasn't carrying an umbrella. Droplets beaded on her forehead, her cheeks, her red lips. Her makeup had run just barely, just enough to give her that fatal, cinematic look, like a film noir actress on the edge of the abyss. She smelled of expensive perfume mixed with rain. She smelled of disaster.

In her eyes, that viper green, there was no tenderness. No trace of regret. Only a spark of cold fire, of contained arrogance. She looked at me the way you look at a festering wound, with disgust and pleasure in equal measure.

I said nothing. I stood there frozen, mute, like an idiot in a robe before an apparition. I felt a shiver that didn't come from the wind, but from something deeper. A sickening mixture of desire, rage, and fear.

“Aren't you going to invite me in, Fernando?” she asked.

Her voice was low, deep, silky. As always.

It was still raining. Water slid down her neck, tracing invisible lines on her pale skin. It was winter, and yet she didn't seem to feel the cold. She stood there at my door, like a sentence.

And then I knew: she brought nothing good with her. Nothing.

I should have refused, but I didn't. It was a mechanical gesture, automatic, like someone who opens the door to the wolf without quite believing they've done it. Patricia entered without waiting for permission, without looking back, with the certainty that this was also her house, her life, her territory. She tracked wet floor in on the soles of her boots, her arrogance intact in every step.

Once inside, she stopped in the center of the foyer. She looked around with barely concealed disdain, as if this neglected stone house were some provincial joke. Then, with a slow, almost theatrical gesture, she unbuttoned her damp coat. One button at a time, her nails lacquered blood red. The only sounds were the distant rain and my breathing, which grew heavier.

She let the coat drop onto one of the dining room chairs with practiced indifference.

Underneath, she wore a tight, short burgundy velvet dress. The neckline plunged deep, almost obscene, a V that cut down to the middle of her chest, exposing the perfect shape of her breasts and the cruel promise of her skin. The dress clung to her body as if painted on, revealing the curve of her hips, the firmness of her thighs, the smooth line of her back. She wasn’t wearing a bra. And from the way her nipples showed through the fabric, she wasn’t pretending to.

Her stockings were black, thick lace, with a floral pattern at the top that peeked out when she crossed one leg over the other with studied nonchalance. The ensemble wasn’t vulgar—quite the opposite. It was a declaration of war.

		“I’ve come to close this chapter of our lives, once and for all,” she finally said, her voice firm, cutting straight to the point. “I’ve spoken with my lawyer. I’m willing to let it all go. No court battles, no splitting anything up. In exchange for reasonable compensation.”


She looked at me. That look of hers that could hurt more than any blow.

		“A small amount. If you accept, you’ll never see me again. You can start fresh… And maybe one last night with you. To put all this to rest properly. The way important things deserve to end.”


She wasn’t smiling. She wasn’t joking. There wasn’t even a hint of provocation in her tone. It was an offer. A cold, premeditated proposal.

As if she were talking about selling me a villa in the Hamptons.

She acted as if my body still belonged to her, as if I were still hers. I stayed silent for a few seconds, watching her.

The desire, that primal reflex she had always awakened in me, snuffed out in an instant, like a match in a gale. The beauty was still there, yes. More striking than ever, even. But now I saw it for what it was: a shell. A gleaming carapace hiding an infection. An empty beauty, without soul, without love, without dignity.

I approached slowly. Not because I felt the slightest attraction, but because of all the pent-up rage. Because of the disgust she stirred in me. Because I needed to give voice to my contempt.

		“One last night with you?” I said with a bitter smile. “The last thing I want is to touch you again. You disgust me, Patricia. You’re pretty, yes… on the outside. Inside, you’re rotten. Hollow. Full of poison and selfishness.”


She blinked. She hadn’t expected such bluntness. She believed she still held all the power. That she could still bend me to her will with the curve of her back and the touch of her voice.

		“I’m not giving you a single cent,” I continued. “The only thing you’re getting from me is the door slammed in your face, and if you’re lucky, a bus ticket to get lost. Though I assumed you were doing very well at the pharmaceutical company. Or is that another one of your lies? With those looks and that lack of values, I don’t think you’ll have much trouble moving product. You’ve never hesitated to sleep your way to the top.”


I watched her cheekbones tense, watched that veneer of confidence begin to crack.

		“Do yourself a favor,” I said, my voice lower, sharper. “Accept that this is over. That I’m not afraid of you, don’t desire you, don’t respect you.”


And then, for an instant, I saw something I’d never seen in her: a fracture. Barely a second. Then she straightened up again.

		“Damn it, Fernando. Don’t disrespect me. Of course I’m doing well at Lilly. I’ve made it. I’m the top saleswoman.”
		“Made it?” I let out a dry laugh. “Don’t make me laugh, Patricia. The only thing you’ve succeeded at is turning yourself into a caricature. A social climber in heels and red lipstick. A mannequin with an empty head and a sharp tongue.”


She didn’t flinch. She crossed her arms with that rehearsed gesture she used in arguments to assert herself. But I was no longer the same fool who kept quiet while she toyed with my friends during her sordid weekend flirtations or work trips.

	— 	“Don’t be a jerk, Fernando,” she repeated with an icy smile. “I’m not here to listen to your bruised-ego tantrums. I’m here to make it clear that I have no intention of leaving empty-handed. Did you think our years together would cost you nothing?”
	— 	“I don’t know if you remember, but we got married with separate property. It’s all signed and legal.”
	— 	“Ah, Fernando…” She took another step closer, smelling of expensive perfume, but everything about her reeked of threat. “And you think that’s going to stop me? That I can’t find cracks to slip through? Legal loopholes? Emotional dirt to use against you? You have no idea what I’m capable of when I feel betrayed.”
	— 	“Betrayed?” I laughed in disbelief. “You slept with anything that caught your eye, and now you’re here demanding something from me? That’s so pathetic it’s almost funny. You don’t even believe that yourself.”


She leaned toward me, her gaze blazing, her lips tight as a violin string.

	— 	“If you don’t give me what I’m owed,” she said slowly, punctuating each word, “you’ll be stuck with me. I’ll be a shadow. In this shitty little town. Moving among your new friends, whispering stories, dropping truths and lies alike. And I swear to God, Fernando… you’re going to regret not giving it to me now.”


And there it was. Patricia in her purest form. Not the woman I’d shared a bed with, or the one who smiled in Christmas photos. She was the hurricane bearing down on me. The war I never asked for, but that she’d come to declare.

I clenched my fists. I still didn’t know whether to yell at her, throw her out, or just stand there and let that poison evaporate on its own.

But one thing was clear: this battle wouldn’t be clean. And she wouldn’t leave without leaving scars.

The storm outside was the perfect echo of the one raging inside me. Patricia’s words still rang in my head. But then, to my surprise, the doorbell sounded again.

I went to the door with my heart in my throat, not knowing what the hell was waiting for me this time. When I opened it, cold air slipped through the frame along with the rain, and there stood Anabel. Soaked. Her hair was plastered to her forehead, her cheeks red from the cold. She was barely more than a trembling figure under an umbrella that hadn’t done her much good. She wore a coat dripping water and a soaked dress.

Her eyes, when they met mine, weren’t the ones I knew. There was no confidence, no irony, none of that elegant restraint she wielded like a shield. There was pain. And something like fear.

	— 	“I’m sorry, Fernando…” she said softly, rain streaming down her temples like tears. Her voice broke. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I get scared. I hide. And then I hate myself for not knowing how to be with you. For reacting like a child.”


I said nothing. I stood there looking at her, Patricia’s silhouette at my back like a demon breathing down my neck.

	— 	“I’ve always been like this…” she continued. “I run when something matters to me. I tell myself I’m strong, free… but the truth is I’m afraid. Afraid of wanting. Of needing. Of feeling like I’ve lost control. With you… that’s what happens with you.”


She lowered her head. She was shivering.

— 
“Let me in, please,” she said, barely above a whisper.



A heavy silence hung between us. My jaw tightened.

— 

“I have an unexpected visitor,” I said finally, my voice rough. I didn’t have the courage to explain who. Or to lie.

She raised her eyes. She didn’t make a scene—just nodded slightly. She was about to turn away when I stopped her with a gesture.

— “But come in. You’re soaked.”



She looked at me. She didn’t thank me out loud, but her eyes said it all with overwhelming intensity. She stepped inside slowly, taking off her coat with numb hands. I noticed how her fingers trembled as she hung it up. The silence between us was tense. She walked to the living room without a word. I closed the door gently.

I knew hell had just moved into my house.

We moved into the living room. Anabel shook the water from her soaked hair, trembling slightly. The warmth of the house contrasted with the cold still lodged in her bones. I closed the door behind her. She was watching me anxiously, waiting for a signal, an explanation, something to calm the tension churning inside her. But I couldn’t offer her anything for that. Not yet.

The silence thickened like fog. I walked toward the living room, dreading, sensing what we would find.

— 
“Patricia?” I called out, my voice low and tense. Nothing.



I took a step forward.

— “Where are you?”



Then I saw her.

From the first step of the staircase, descending slowly and deliberately with a venomous smile, she appeared. She was completely naked except for her high-heeled boots, black and shiny. She came down with that feline cadence of hers, knowing exactly what she was doing, embodying every sin that had once destroyed me. Her loose hair, still somewhat damp, fell in perfect waves over her shoulders. Her pale, smooth skin, illuminated by the living room light, contrasted with the coldness of her intentions.

Anabel saw her. She stood frozen. Her eyes widened—not scandalized by the nakedness, but by the painful confirmation of her worst suspicions. Her lips parted as if to speak, but nothing came out. Only ragged breathing and a gleam of betrayal clouding her gaze.

Patricia descended the stairs as if she owned the house, my life, my destiny. Without covering herself, without hurry. Like an ancient goddess—cruel and sure of her power.

	— 	“Well...” she murmured, raising an eyebrow, trying to make it seem like a simple game. “I didn’t know we had company.”


There was no laughter, no hysteria. Just that soft, mocking tone dripping with venom. Her gaze locked on Anabel like a sharpened knife. She didn’t need words. She was marking territory. Humiliating. Claiming.

Anabel looked away, her expression a mixture of rage, desolation, and wounded dignity. Her face didn’t show fury—just disappointment. The kind that breaks you inside, the kind that doesn’t scream. She swallowed. Pressed her lips together. Took a step back. Then another.

— 
“I didn’t know that... you were busy,” she said finally, without looking at me.



Patricia’s performance was total. She displayed her body like a banner. She knew she was beautiful. She knew every curve was a weapon wounding Anabel. But above all, she knew she was poisonous. And that was her true pleasure.

I said nothing. I just watched the world collapse. Again.

	— 	“Are you going to leave me alone?” Patricia said, stopping halfway between the last step and the living room floor. Her augmented breasts were exposed without the slightest shame, as was her bare mound. She made no effort to cover herself. She rubbed her arms in a feigned shiver and added, “These village houses are beautiful, but freezing.”


I didn’t know what to say. I was paralyzed. I felt time had shattered into pieces impossible to reassemble. Anabel stood beside me, motionless. Her face was a mask shifting between stupor and humiliation, wounded pride and something like disgust.

— 

“You haven’t wasted any time, I see,” she said finally, her voice so controlled it hurt more than a scream.

I tried to say something. A stammer, a denial, anything that would put distance between Patricia’s venom and what Anabel was feeling. But it was too late.

	— 	“And who is this?” Patricia asked, as if she had just noticed Anabel’s presence. She looked her up and down with a sneer of contempt that only someone like her could pull off without a single hair of her perfect blonde mane moving out of place. “One of your rural excursions? The village nurse? The bread lady?”
	— 	“Shut up!” I said. The words came out with a firmness I didn’t know I had. But it was like talking to a malicious specter.


Anabel didn’t react. Not a tear, not a plea. Her gaze pierced through me. She wasn’t looking for an explanation—just confirming something that was obvious to her. Me, there, next to Patricia, while the dampness from her coat still hung in the air, the dense perfume of her skin, and that tone only lovers know when they’re playing with an advantage.

— 

“I told you, Fernando... I’ve already been burned by men like you. I don’t want any part of your games.”

I wanted to go to her. Explain. Tell her it wasn’t true, that this was a trap, that Patricia had shown up without warning, that it was all a charade...

But Anabel had already turned on her heel. Her footsteps struck sharply against the wooden floor. It wasn’t the slam of a door that hurt me—it was the echo she left behind.

Patricia descended the last step deliberately and, as if she had just eliminated a rival without even getting her hands dirty, sank onto the sofa with a cynical smile.

— 

“See? I’ve always known how to swat away pesky little flies. They’re a nuisance, I won’t deny that.”

She poured herself a glass from the wine still sitting on the table.

— 
“You and I, Fer... we’ve always worked better without witnesses.”



I looked at her. Not like before. Not as a woman. I looked at her the way you look at a ruin you’ve inhabited for too long. And I knew that, from that moment on, everything was going to become a battle.

I ran out after Anabel without closing the door, without putting on my coat, without thinking. The rain hit my face so hard it hurt. I saw her tearing across the garden, arms crossed over her chest, her steps erratic, almost aimless, stumbling through puddles and mud on the path.

— “Anabel!” I shouted. But she didn’t turn around.



She reached her car and yanked the door open. She got inside clumsily, soaked, hair plastered to her face. I got there just as she started the engine. The sound cut through my gut.

I planted myself in front of the car, drenched, panting. The headlights cut across my chest like a threat. The windshield was fogged up, but I could make out her agitated silhouette behind the wheel. She was pounding the steering wheel with one hand, the other already on the gear shift, ready to throw it into first. She revved the engine, and the roar made me step back out of pure survival instinct.

	— 	“Anabel, please! Listen to me! Don’t leave like this!” I shouted, my voice breaking, louder than the engine, louder than the wind lashing us. I raised my arms in a desperate attempt to stop the disaster. “It’s a trap! This is all Patricia’s way of playing with people! You don’t know her...! Please... Anabel.”


The car door stayed closed. The engine vibrated. Inside, her silhouette was barely holding still. One gesture, one more movement, and she would run me over.

	— 	“I swear there’s been nothing between us! Not tonight, not ever!” I shouted, taking a step toward the hood. “She came in without warning! She took off her coat, made up a story, and when you arrived... she already knew exactly what to do!”


I slammed both hands on the hood, desperate.

— 
“You know me, damn it! You’ve seen me! You know what I feel for you!”



The engine roared again. Her silhouette leaned forward. For a moment, I thought she was going to run me over.

	— 	“Look at me!” I begged. “Look me in the eyes and tell me you really believe that I... that I could do that! Don’t you understand, Anabel? I hate her. I despise her.”


The rain intensified. It pounded down on my head, and the wind made the cold unbearable. For one eternal second, she didn’t move. Then I saw her face behind the glass. Red. Wrecked. Full of tears and barely contained rage. She killed the engine.

I stood there, soaked, chest heaving as I tried to calm my breathing.

She didn’t get out of the car. She didn’t even roll down the window. She just sat there. Deciding whether to flee or give me a chance to explain.

And I knew that if I spoke one more word, if I took one wrong step, everything would end.

So I waited. In the rain.

For a few moments—moments that felt like centuries—Anabel remained completely motionless. The rain pattered on the roof of the car, and my breathing, labored and heavy, was all I could hear, along with the water sliding down my forehead, my neck, my entire back. I didn’t care about being soaked. I didn’t care about the cold. The only thing that mattered was there, locked in that car, torn between two impulses: getting out and listening to me... or leaving forever.

I watched her figure tremble. I couldn't tell if it was from crying or rage. She wiped her face with the soaked sleeve of her jacket, stared straight ahead for a second, then slowly turned her head toward me. Our eyes met through the wet glass.

She wasn't looking at me with hatred. That would have been easier to bear. She was looking at me with a brutal mix of disappointment, sadness, and a tenderness struggling to survive.

She rolled down the window a couple of inches. Just enough for the rain to start seeping in. Her voice came out muffled, as if each word cost her:

“Is what you're saying true?”



I nodded, soaked. My voice wouldn't come.

	“	Nothing happened between you two?”
	“	I swear,” I said, my voice barely a whisper I wasn't sure I could hold. “I would never lie to you, Anabel. Never.”


She closed her eyes. Took a deep breath. And then she spoke, louder, her voice breaking:

“

And why was she naked? Why did she come down those stairs like she owned the place?”

I struggled to answer. I lowered my gaze, defeated.

	“	Because Patricia has no shame. Because she loves to show off. Because… because she saw the chance to screw up my life again. When she found out it was you, it didn't take her long to figure out the best way to hurt me. She knew if she showed up like that, she'd get what she wanted. Plant doubt. Destroy what was starting to grow between us. She calculated everything, Anabel. Like she always does. It's her specialty.”


She looked at me for another second. Then she lowered her gaze to the steering wheel. Swallowed hard.

	“	I hate her,” she whispered.
	“	Me too,” I said without hesitation.




Then she did something unexpected. She opened the car door and got out. She was completely soaked. Her hair was plastered to her forehead, her lips trembling, her eyes red. But she stood there dignified, whole, the way only a strong woman can in the middle of that kind of chaos.

	“	I don't know if I can believe you completely, Fernando. But there's a part of me that wants to. That needs to. Because if I don't believe you now… I'm going to regret it for the rest of my life.”


I nodded, not moving.

	“	I'm only going to ask you one thing,” she said simply. “Get her out of the house. We'll talk tomorrow. I can't see her again today.”


She said it without her voice trembling, but her gaze was made of broken glass. She kissed me. Brief. Not with tenderness, but with a mix of rage and need. It was a kiss that wasn't seeking comfort—it was meant to leave a mark. And then she turned. Walked to her car. This time she wasn't running. This time she wasn't fleeing. She was the one leaving me there, standing, soaked to the bone, my heart in a vise.

I stood in the middle of the path, in the rain, watching her drive away with my jaw clenched and my fists balled. Then, without wasting another second, I turned and went back to the house. To my damned house.

I shoved the door open. Patricia was in the living room, sitting on the sofa like she owned the place. She had a glass of wine in her hand, legs crossed, the burgundy dress clinging to her body without a single wrinkle. Her little performance over, she'd simply gotten dressed. Her skin glowed in the warm light of the lamp. Her gaze was pure sarcasm.

	“	Are you done with your lovesick act?” she asked without raising her voice, as if what we'd just been through was a minor scene in her theater of manipulation.



I didn't respond. I slammed the door shut and walked slowly toward her, trying not to lose my temper.

		“You're leaving,” I said. “Right now.”



		“Now?” She smiled with that mocking look of hers, as old as our marriage. “After all the fun we were going to have?”



		“I don't know if you've hit rock bottom or if you were simply born to wallow in misery,” I spat, my voice flat.



		“Oh, honey,” she laughed, though her eyes were blades. “Don't play the victim. You enjoyed it plenty before you turned into this small-town martyr.”



		“I didn't come here to hide. I came to start over. But you, Patricia—you're a disease that won't let me go.”



She stood up calmly, unhurried, as if she had all the time in the world. She walked toward me with that urban panther stride of hers, her heels scraping across the old wood.

		“And you're a hypocrite,” she said, her face inches from mine. “You didn't want a new life—you wanted an excuse. A sad story to tell any woman who'd spread her legs for you. You've turned pity into an art form.”



		“You're nothing but a soulless whore. An expert at disguising your emptiness with expensive clothes and plunging necklines. Look at yourself. All this over a little money… I knew you were a common slut, but I never thought you could sink so low for so little.”



Her hand rose as if to slap me, but stopped halfway. She thought better of it. She looked at me with parted lips, as if she could still seduce me—still believing herself invincible.

		“Don't underestimate me, Fernando. If you don't give me what I'm owed, I'll turn this land of cows and broken nets into your prison. I'll be your shadow, your shame, your goddamn wake-up call. And you won't sleep peacefully another night. Count on it.”



		“I won't give you a cent,” I shot back, crossing my arms, not yielding an inch. “Everything we were, you destroyed. And I don't owe you anything. Not a word. Not a gesture. Not a handout.”



She looked at me with a terrifying calm. Then she set her glass down on the table. Her voice dropped.

		“Handout? Who's talking about handouts? Get ready, Fernando. Because you haven't seen the worst of me yet. You left the house. But the war has only just begun.”



	— 	“I’m not afraid of you.”



	— 	“You shouldn’t be. You should be afraid of what I’m capable of doing to protect what’s mine. And you—whether you accept it or not—are still mine.”



She said the last word quietly, but let it hang in the air. It sounded like a veiled threat.

I looked at her for several seconds. And for the first time in a long time, I didn’t see Patricia. I saw what was left of her: a woman destroyed by her own ego, lost in her need for control, clawing at the walls of a past that no longer existed.

— “Get out of this house.”



She didn’t respond. She walked to the coat rack, grabbed her coat with theatrical elegance, draped it over her shoulders, and just before leaving, shot me one last crooked smile.

— “You’ve been warned.”



The door closed.


15

The next morning, the doorbell rang with a dry, almost violent insistence. I opened the door and there stood Juan Carlos, planted like a hostile sentry. He wore a navy coat, one of those that had seen better days but still commanded respect, and his sloppily gathered ponytail fell carelessly over his neck. His two-day stubble gave him an even rougher edge, and his pale eyes, blazing, had the intensity of someone who'd come to settle scores.

I didn't invite him in. I stayed in the doorway, blocking the entrance with my body.

	— 	“What the hell are you playing at?” he fired off, without preamble. His voice was deep, rough, dripping with that natural arrogance of his. “I warned you I didn't like outsiders coming around to chase other men's women. You told me you didn't feel anything for Anabel. But I can see you're trying to worm your way in. I'm here to tell you for the last time to leave her alone. Back off. Stop messing around with her and playing the savior.”


I looked at him in silence for a few seconds, weighing my words before speaking. The morning breeze carried the smell of wet earth, and an almost physical tension stretched between us, as if either of us could lunge at the other at any moment.

He took another step toward me, closing the distance even more.

	— 	“Let me spell it out for you, Fernando: you're interfering in my relationship with her. And you're doing it after looking me in the eye and swearing she didn't matter to you. That's playing dirty.”


His words, dripping with venom, sounded like a challenge. His furrowed brow, that predatory stance poised to strike, made it clear that what was at stake was much more than Anabel: it was pride, territory, power.

But I didn't move. Not an inch.

	— 	“Playing dirty?” I shot back, not giving him a chance to breathe. “Don't talk to me about dirty, Juan Carlos. You had your chance with her, but you suffocated her, used her to inflate your ego, then left her a mess and lost her. And now you show up at my door to lecture me about morals?”


He clenched his jaw but didn't look away. His eyes had that cold gleam of someone who feels cornered and can only respond by attacking.

	— 	“I don't know what they've told you,” he growled, “but what's between us is our business. You have no place in it. And you're wrong if you think I've lost her. You're completely confused. Anabel is off the market again.” He jabbed his finger at me until it pressed against my chest.


I stepped forward, closing what little distance remained between us so he wouldn't think he was intimidating me.

	— 	“Don't give me that crap. Anabel isn't yours. Or mine. She's free. And if she wants to talk to me, have dinner with me, or tell you to go to hell, she will. I don't need your permission, and I'm not about to ask for it.”


The silence that followed was thick, heavy with threat. A neighbor passed in the distance, shooting a curious glance our way, clearly aware this was no friendly chat.

	— 	“I'm warning you, Fernando,” he said finally, his voice lower but even more dangerous. “Don't stick your nose where you're not wanted.”


I held his gaze, letting him see I wasn't going to budge.

	— 	“You're already at my door, Juan Carlos. You're the one who barged into my life. So don't come at me with warnings again, because next time there won't be a conversation.”
	— 	“By the way,” he said, turning slowly, “I met your ex-wife. Patricia, right? Very nice. Very… accessible.”


A half-smile spread across his face. I felt my stomach clench, a gut punch, as if I'd been hit without warning. He saw it. And he smiled with that twisted, cruel smirk of someone who knows exactly where to twist the knife.

		“You know what I think of you, Fernando?” he continued, stepping forward. “That you can't control a woman. Not Patricia, who paraded around with other men right under your nose. And not Anabel now, who you're harassing with your little knight-in-shining-armor act.”


His gaze locked onto me, cold and merciless.

“You're not man enough. Simple as that.”



The air grew thick. I felt heat rising to my face, a furious pounding in my temples.

		“You didn't have the balls to face your wife's cheating like a man. No. You ran away to hide in this town so you wouldn't have to confront your weaknesses. Like a coward. And now you show up here, dragging all your baggage, to take advantage of Anabel's vulnerability.”


Every word was a lash. And the worst part was they weren't just insults—they were the same questions I'd asked myself, the doubts that had kept me awake night after night. The bastard was saying them out loud, right to my face, with that sick satisfaction of someone who enjoys watching another person bleed.

I didn't respond right away. I stared at him, jaw clenched, hands balled into fists. I could feel the temptation to break his face right there, to beat that mouth shut. But I held back.

Because I understood what he was doing: he didn't want to argue. He wanted to destroy me. He wanted me to lose control. To sink to his level—and on that playing field, he had me beat. I took a deep breath without looking away.

		“You talk a lot about being a man and having balls,” I said finally, my voice ice-cold. “But all you're showing is fear. Fear that Anabel has seen who you really are. That's why you come here yelling at me, trying to provoke me. Because you know you can't hold onto her any other way.”


The fury in his eyes flared. For a second I thought he'd throw a punch. He took another step, got so close I could smell the tobacco on his breath.

		“Let me tell you something, Fernando,” he murmured, his voice low and cutting. “Anabel isn't going to save you. No woman is going to save you from what you are: a fucking coward who runs from his problems. Anabel doesn't want that anymore. She's looking for a real man, one who faces things head-on. I told you once it would be better if we were friends, because otherwise we'd be enemies. You don't want that.”


Watching how he dealt with romantic rivals, I figured he'd be exactly the same in business and every other part of his life. I could see how his ambition drove him to cross lines again and again. He'd hinted at physical violence, and his arrogant stance made clear he was proud of it.

		“What Anabel does is her business. But I'll tell you what I plan to do. I'm going to give her space. Unlike you, I won't smother her. I'll let her set the pace. But I'm warning you, Sanmartín—if she chooses to start something with me, no threat or tough-guy act is going to make me back off. I'm telling you this because I feel it's my duty, to you and to her. I hope I've made myself clear.”
		“Yes, very clearly. In that case, let's let the doctor choose, without pressure. But I'm warning you too. I'll be watching. If you don't keep your word, you'll face the consequences, pretty boy.”
		“One last thing, Juan Carlos… Don't call me pretty boy, or city boy, or outsider again. My name is Fernando. Use it if you don't want our problems to get worse.”


Juan Carlos was so hot-tempered he always caught you off guard. I had no doubt this man was capable of lunging at me and throwing punches. But he also had an ironic streak, which fortunately he chose to use at that moment.

		“If that constitutes an insult to you, I assure you, you won't hear it again. Don Fernando. But remember this conversation. Don't interfere and everything will be fine… So, we agree the Earth is round, right?”
		“I don't know if I can trust you. There are people who suffer and people who hurt others—and you're one of the ones who hurt.”
	— 	“We've all caused harm at some point. No one gets out clean. But if you hold up your end, I'll hold up mine. I'm a man of my word, and there aren't many of us left. Most people who hurt others are just people who don't know how to love the way the other person needs. Don't forget that… Fernando.”


I closed the door slowly, without looking back, as if I feared that if I did, I'd still find him there, wearing that cruel smile that had cut deeper than any punch. The silence of the house crashed over me all at once, thick and suffocating.

I pressed my forehead against the door and let out the breath I'd been holding. I felt a strange emptiness—a mix of bottled-up rage and a weariness that cut through to my bones. I didn't shout. I didn't throw anything against the wall. I just stood there, listening to my own ragged breathing, wondering when I'd let the past and its ghosts sit at my table again.

Juan Carlos's words kept echoing in my head: not man enough, coward, opportunist. And the worst part was they sounded exactly like my own doubts—the ones that had tortured me so many nights since Patricia betrayed me. He hadn't made anything up. He'd just dragged into the open the shadows I'd been trying to keep buried.

I dropped into a dining room chair. The house still smelled like cold morning coffee. I buried my face in my hands and closed my eyes.

Was Anabel really worth it?

A confused woman, still tormented by her past with him. A woman who hadn't had the guts to be honest with me. Was that what I needed? Another maze of doubts, half-truths, and awkward silences?

I was looking for calm. Light. And instead, here I was again, caught in the middle of a storm, dragged into a game I seemed destined to lose.

But there was also the other side. Her smile, her tenderness when she let her guard down, the way she could make me forget—even if just for moments—the scar Patricia had left. Anabel wasn't just confusion; she was also something real in every small gesture, in every look that seemed to strip me bare without even trying.

The problem wasn't her, I thought. The problem was me. Me, unable to decide if I could take another chance on someone still dragging her ghosts around. Me, who wanted authenticity but was afraid of what it would cost.
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Three or four days later I went to Ferrol to do some shopping. It was cold—mid-January, and the sun barely gave off any warmth. I hadn't connected my phone to the car's hands-free system, so I missed the call. When I got home, I saw the notification. It had come in sometime after noon, about an hour before I arrived. My sister's voice came through clearly on the speaker: “I want to talk to you. I need to tell you something important. Please, call me.”

My first thought went to my parents—maybe they'd had a health scare—but I quickly calmed down. If something bad had happened to them, Irene would have said so in the voicemail.

I called her back. Irene answered after three rings. She was just leaving one of her classes and had some time before the next one. She told me not to worry, that our parents were perfectly fine, and that if she'd been a bit mysterious, it was to pique my interest. I could hear her breathing hard, and she explained she was trying to squeeze in some exercise between classes to work off the holiday weight. That was Irene. Pure chaos. Incapable of joining a gym or organizing her schedule to dedicate an hour a day to working out. She preferred the approach of “…while I'm doing this, I might as well do that…” without realizing she ended up doing neither.

She asked about my return to Mugardos and the situation with Anabel.

	— 	“Are you in love, or are you still in the flirting phase?” she asked.
	— 	“What are you talking about?”
	— 	“Do you love her?”




I told her this wasn't the time to discuss that, to stop beating around the bush and tell me why she'd called.

	— 	“I have news, Fer.”
	— 	“Are you going to tell me once and for all, or do you plan to keep torturing me with your little games? What's going on?”
	— 	“What's going on is that you're making me look like the bad guy,” she launched in without preamble, with that whirlwind of words that always accompanied her. “Do you know who called me again this morning?”
	— 	“I can imagine…” I said, pressing my hand to my forehead.
	— 	“Exactly: Mónica. And get this. She reminded me, cool as a cucumber, that I told her I'd pass along her interest in talking to you. That I did. That you knew about it. And that if you don't call her, the one who comes off as rude and ungrateful is you. Guess who looks bad in the process? Me.”
	— 	“Irene…” I started, but she cut me off.
	— 	“No, don't 'Irene' me. I'm warning you: if you don't call her, I'm giving her your number. Period.”


I sighed wearily.

	— 	“I really don't feel like it. I've got other things going on—I don't want to dredge up more of the past.”
	— 	“What a lame excuse!” she blurted out, almost laughing, but with that edge of reproach. “You know what, Fer? You confuse running away with protecting yourself. And they're not the same thing. Mónica never hurt you. Never. On the contrary, she was one of the few who treated you with respect when everything with Patricia was falling apart.”


I said nothing. She continued:

	— 	“Do you remember how you used to look at her? I do. I even thought you liked her. The chemistry between you two when you were together was something else. In fact, I think she was secretly in love with you, but she knew her place and never tried to make a move. She always felt that way. But she kept quiet, because it wasn't her place. Don't you think she deserves at least a conversation after everything?”
	— 	“Don’t be ridiculous, Ire. What makes you think that? I never noticed anything in her behavior that suggested she had feelings for me,” I protested.
	— 	“Because you’re a guy, and guys don’t pick up on those things, but I did. Besides, even if that weren’t the case, it’s not all about romance, you know? Sometimes a person just needs closure, to understand, to share something they’re carrying inside. Maybe that’s what she needs. And let me put it more bluntly—maybe it’s what you need: to hear another voice that isn’t tainted by lies, reproaches, or those damn small-town rumors.”


Her tone dropped, growing softer.

	— 	“Fer… You’re at war with yourself. I know it, Mom knows it, even Fran can see it. Calling Monica isn’t going backward—it’s simply making room for someone who always played fair with you. Don’t you think it’s about time you surrounded yourself with people like that?”


I bit my lip. Her words sank in deeper than I wanted to admit.

	— 	“You’re a manipulator,” I finally said, half smiling.
	— 	“Yes, and a brilliant one,” she replied with her easy laugh. “But this time I’m right. So do me a favor: call Monica. Or, I repeat, I’ll give her your number and you’ll just have to deal with it.”
	— 	“Okay, okay…” I gave in, resigned.
	— 	“Not ‘okay, okay,’ no. Do it. Today. No putting it off. Today.” And before hanging up, she added, lowering her voice: “You know me, and you know I’ll find out if you don’t.”


The line went silent. I stood there staring at my phone, weighing every word she’d said. It felt like a strange object in my hand, an artifact packed with dynamite that could explode with a single dialed number.

The idea of talking to Monica churned inside me. After all, she had been Patricia’s best friend. That fact alone made me doubt everything. How much could I trust someone who had been so close to her? They had shared secrets, laughter, inside jokes… what guarantee was there that their friendship hadn’t also included silences that left me looking like a fool?

And yet, something in my memory pushed me the other way. Memories of small gestures, almost invisible ones, that I’d overlooked at the time but that now, with the distance of time, took on a different meaning.

I saw myself on the wedding day. Everyone was smiling, everyone celebrating, raising their glasses and congratulating us. Everyone except her. Monica was there, yes, but something in her face was off—a barely perceptible shadow, as if the joy of that moment were tinged with a discomfort she couldn’t quite hide. The smile she offered me wasn’t full, but guarded, almost like a warning, as if she wanted to tell me without words: you’re not sailing into safe waters.

At the time I’d chalked it up to nothing—a bad day, the fleeting impression of an overly nervous groom. But now… now I remembered it with perfect clarity, and the suspicion Irene had just planted pricked at me like a needle. What if Monica had seen what I didn’t want to see? What if she’d always been on my side but kept quiet because she was the friend, the confidante, the one who couldn’t betray?

That sharp doubt made me waver. Distrust and hope churned together inside me like two opposing currents threatening to tear me apart.

I gripped the phone in my hand. Part of me wanted to dial right then, to end the torment of uncertainty. Another part warned me I’d be opening a door to the past that could bring more shadows than answers. As I turned the phone over in my hands, another memory surfaced, vivid as a yellowed photograph. Our first party at home. Patricia had had too much to drink and, amid the laughter, had started flirting shamelessly with a stranger she’d brought as a guest. I tried to play it off, to smile as if nothing was wrong, but the discomfort ate me alive.

And there was Mónica. I remember her expression: not amusement, not indifference, but pure disapproval. A hard look, almost pained, as if what was happening offended her too. It was fleeting, barely an instant, but enough to give away that she wasn't comfortable, that she didn't approve of the dirty game Patricia would later prove to be such an expert at.

Her discomfort had gone unnoticed by everyone else, but I caught it. Though, as always, I preferred to bury it in the drawer of self-deception. Now, however, memory brought it back with the edge of a warning that had never dared put itself into words.

All of it left my head spinning. Yes, I could call Mónica. Maybe she'd clarify things, maybe she'd give me the peace of someone who had always been silently on my side. But at the same time, the mere idea of talking to someone connected to Patricia again filled me with infinite weariness, an anticipated exhaustion that made my shoulders sag. Because opening that door also meant reliving a world that had destroyed me. And I was no longer sure I had the strength to walk among those ruins again.

There was also the door Irene had just opened. Did she really feel something for me? Could she have loved me in silence and out of respect for her friend never shown it?

The morning passed, and part of the afternoon, without me doing a thing. I went out for a walk, headed down to the village to distract myself with the bustle of the boats, even sat on a bench facing the port to watch the fishermen repair the traps and nets damaged from a day's fishing. But the idea stayed lodged like a thorn: the call I still hadn't made. Back home, I poured myself a beer and sat in the armchair.

I kept telling myself it was better to leave things as they were, that Patricia was a closed chapter, that talking to someone from her circle meant reopening wounds. But as the day wore on, that justification began to waver.

Because, deep down, what I was doing wasn't protecting myself—it was running away. And I couldn't help but remember Juan Carlos's words, hurled with venom at my own door: “You ran away like a coward.”

I didn't want to prove him right, not even if my life depended on it. But there was the mirror reflecting the truth back at me: I was being rude to Mónica, ignoring her sincere gesture, and perhaps also being a coward, unable to face a simple conversation for fear of what it might stir up.

I felt ashamed. She had been an unwilling witness to my marriage, surely knew things she'd never said, and still she was reaching out to me. What right did I have to reject her with silence?

I looked at the phone. This time I didn't see it as a dangerous device, but as a test. Either I dialed the number, or I accepted that I was still a prisoner of the same ghosts that had been tormenting me since Patricia.

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees, and I knew: the moment of decision had come.

I dialed the number and heard it ring once, twice, three times… before someone answered.

— 

Hola… ¿Mónica? —dije. Mi voz salió más grave de lo que esperaba—. Soy… Fernando.

There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line. I heard a small clearing of the throat. It seemed Mónica was trying to decide if it was really me on the other end.

	— 	Fernando… —dijo ella, con un hilo de sorpresa, mezclado con cautela. – Hola…
	— 	Sí —continué, tragándome un nudo en la garganta—. Mira… sé que he tardado mucho en llamarte. De verdad lo siento. He estado… ocupado, y también… no sé, tal vez evitando que esto pasara, pensando que era mejor no abrir viejas heridas. Pero eso no justifica nada. No debía dejar que el tiempo se extendiera tanto.


Another pause. I could hear her breathing, light and measured, trying not to break the thread of what was to come.

	— 	He tenido miedo —continué, admitiendo la parte que más me pesaba—. Miedo de decir o escuchar algo equivocado, de remover recuerdos que no quisiera ni yo mismo enfrentar, y de… bueno… de no estar a la altura de lo que una conversación como esta merecía.


The silence stretched a few seconds too long. I could hear her holding her breath, and my own heart seemed to beat too loudly.

	— 	No pasa nada… —escuché finalmente—.
	— 	Sí, sí pasa —dije, con un hilo de voz, casi avergonzado—. He sido un maleducado. He dejado que el tiempo pasara sin siquiera responder a tu gesto. Y no es justo para ti.


Another silence followed, heavier this time. We both seemed to be wrestling with what we wanted to say and what we feared hearing. Her voice came through, softer now, trembling:

—

“No… you don’t have to apologize so much. I understood you needed your space… though I didn’t realize how much.”

A thin thread of shame traveled through the phone line. I wanted to speak, but I also wanted to retreat, because opening the door to that past left me vulnerable. It wasn’t just Mónica: it was everything that had gone unresolved with Patricia, with Anabel, with myself.

—

“I know…” I finally said, more to myself than to her. “But I needed to do it. For me, and for you.”

There was another silence, heavy and intimate, where no words could suffice. Just the weight of our breathing, and the sense that we were crossing into territory we both feared and desired at the same time.

“Fernando…” Mónica began, her voice barely a whisper, as if weighing each word. “I’ve been waiting for this call, even if it doesn’t seem like it. There are things you don’t know that you should.”

I sighed, holding back the anxiety rising in my throat.

	—	“What things?” I asked, trying to sound calm but unable to hide the tension.
	—	“I don’t even know where to start. I’d thought a million times about what I’d say to you when I had the chance, and now that I do, my mind’s gone blank,” she said. “I knew she was cheating on you, and I could see you were… lost. In her lies, in her deceptions, in her arrogance. In that marriage that was destroying you. I couldn’t intervene—it wasn’t my place—but… it hurt me to see what she was doing to you. I should have warned you when things could still have been fixed.”


Silence fell. I could hear her breathing, and in that pause I felt the full weight of all the time we’d let slip away.

	—	“And honestly,” she continued, “I’ve thought so many times about how things might have been different if you’d trusted someone more than you trusted Patricia, if I’d dared to speak up sooner. Because I saw things, Fernando. Little things and big things that no one else saw. Your silences that screamed louder than words. Patricia told me about many of her affairs, but I kept them to myself, thinking she’d change and that I had no right to come between you two.”


My chest tightened. Every sentence Mónica spoke hit me: it wasn’t reproach, it wasn’t judgment. It was acknowledgment. She was like a witness to my past, someone who had seen my pain without judging me… until now.

	—	“I…” I started to say, but she gently cut me off. “Don’t misunderstand me. I’m not trying to judge what happened or make decisions for you. I just… wanted you to know that someone saw the truth behind all the performance. That you weren’t alone, even if you felt like you were.”


Her words filled me with a strange warmth, a mix of relief and vertigo. The weight I’d been carrying for weeks seemed to find a small space to settle without crushing me.

	—	“You don’t know how much it means to hear that…” I said, almost in a whisper, aware that I was letting down the defenses I’d built up over months.
	—	“I know,” she replied. “And that’s why… I wanted us to talk. To listen to you too, if you want. So this can be a conversation, not a lecture.”


The silence returned, but it was no longer uncomfortable. It was dense, full of possibilities. I took a deep breath, letting the sound of her voice sink into me. For the first time in weeks, I felt that something could be put back together, even if slowly.

	—	“Fernando…” Mónica said, her voice soft but tinged with guilt. “Knowing certain things… deep down, it torments me, because in a way, I was an accomplice to Patricia’s infidelities and lies.”


I tensed. The word “accomplice” hit like a cold punch, striking a nerve that still ached from everything that had happened. I stood and started pacing the living room, trying to ease the tension of that conversation.

		“An… accomplice?” I asked, trying to hold back the surprise and disgust rising in my throat.
		“Yes,” she continued, her voice low, almost trembling. “I knew all about her fling with Diego at that conference in Cádiz—firsthand. Remember? I was there when you two got home. After you left, she told me everything, every last detail. I saw how she acted, how she gave in to it, how she got off on playing with men, manipulating everyone’s attention. I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t. Patricia always had that magnetism… and that ability to wrap all of us around her finger. The last straw was when she invited that guy to the party you threw to celebrate moving in together.”


The image formed instantly in my head: that party at our house, Patricia shamelessly flirting with a stranger. Now I finally knew his name: Diego. Her laugh, the way she leaned toward him, brushing his arm with the precision of someone who knows exactly what effect she’s having. And Mónica there, watching, uncomfortable but not stepping in—knowing, and keeping quiet.

		“I remember,” I finally said, my voice rough. “The party… the way she moved, how she dared us all with that smile and those calculated gestures. It was… obscene, yes. More than I could take at the time.”
		“I saw it all,” Mónica confirmed. “How she turned attraction into a game, made it a spectacle, how Diego and the others fell into the trap without even realizing it. She was brilliant, manipulative… and cruel. What Patricia did wasn’t just flirting, Fernando. It was a display of power—showing you that nothing and no one was safe from her game.”


I felt a knot in my stomach. It wasn’t just the betrayal—it was how clearly Mónica had seen it all, the quiet knowing of someone who had witnessed the destruction, and who was now telling me without judgment, just letting the pieces fall into place in my mind.

		“And you… how could you just stand there?” I asked, a hint of reproach in my voice. “Watch it happen and do nothing?”
		“Because I couldn’t,” she admitted, her honesty raw. “Because if I had spoken up, it would have been me against her, and who was I to do that? I couldn’t ruin your wedding, even though it tore me up inside. I just… stayed silent and watched. And when I could, I tried to be there for you, protect you quietly, even though I soon realized it was impossible.”


The silence that followed wasn’t uncomfortable—it was dense, almost electric. For the first time in years, someone was speaking without embellishment, without evasion, with the raw truth of what had really happened. And despite the rage and pain, I felt a strange relief: at least someone had seen, had known the truth.

		“Later… she lost her job,” Mónica said, her tone straining for neutrality but weighted with something I couldn’t quite place.
		“What?” I asked, surprised, my voice cracking slightly despite my efforts to control it. “What are you talking about?”
		“You didn’t know that?”
		“No…” I admitted with a sigh. “Sometimes I think I was such a fool. I didn’t know anything. This is the first I’m hearing of it,” I insisted, feeling a chill run down my spine. The idea that Patricia had ended up out on the street, and I’d had no clue, suddenly hit me hard.
		“They fired her,” she explained calmly but precisely. “Complaints from some clients, poor performance… it wasn’t anything scandalous, nothing that caught the outside world’s attention. But it was enough for the company to decide to cut their losses. That was what pushed her to accept your proposal. Patri liked the good life—expensive clothes, parties… When she lost her job, she found herself with almost no savings and couldn’t find work anywhere. That’s why she was in such a hurry to say yes.”


Silence fell. I felt the knot in my stomach tighten. Each of Mónica’s words piled on more feelings: surprise, suppressed indignation, disbelief.

		“I really didn’t know, Mónica,” I said, embarrassed. “Nobody told me anything. Not her friends, not her colleagues… though honestly, I never got to know any of them. She never let me into her professional circle. She always said her work life had nothing to do with her personal life. She always kept me on the sidelines of that whole side of her.”
		“Yes, I know,” Mónica said. “And it’s not fair. But you didn’t seem to mind being kept on the sidelines, so I didn’t feel it was my place to tell you anything.”


I felt a strange mix of relief and frustration. Relief because at least now I knew something concrete, even if it came late, about what had happened after our separation. Frustration because, as always, Patricia had managed to keep everyone—even me—outside her real life.

		“Thank you for telling me,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “Even if it’s late, at least I know the truth.”
		“I always knew you needed to know,” Mónica replied. “And that not everything you saw was a lie, and not everything they hid from you was by accident. There’s a pattern, Fernando. There always is.”


The silence that followed grew heavy, weighted with untold history, revealed secrets, and what still remained to be said. But for the first time, I felt I wasn’t alone in this story.

		“There was a moment,” Mónica said, her voice barely a whisper, as if she were pulling words from somewhere painful, “when Patricia stopped trusting me.”


I stayed silent, letting her words drop like stones into still water. Images piled up: her fake laughter, her calculated looks, the gestures I had overlooked.

		“At first, I handled it fine. She told me about her adventures, her flings, some from before she started dating you. But later, it got harder for me to pretend,” she continued. “Keeping up appearances, maintaining the knowing smiles and the sharp comments… it started wearing me down. And I suppose, in the end, she realized I wasn’t part of her theater, and that in some ways I related more to you than to her.”


There was a long pause. I could hear her breathing on the other end of the line. I didn’t interrupt. I didn’t even move my hands from the table. I just sat there in silence, absorbing every nuance.

		“She probably started to notice,” I said after a moment, lowering my voice a bit, “that you weren’t her accomplice, or at least that you didn’t share her secret world, that you wouldn’t let yourself get pulled into her games.”


I sank a little deeper into the armchair, aware of the weight those words carried. The sensation was like a mirror reflecting years of confusion: what if I had seen earlier what Mónica had seen? What if my blindness had allowed everything to fall apart?

“From the moment she sensed I was pulling away from her and getting closer to you, in a way, our differences started widening fast,” Mónica said without hesitation, and the silence became almost tangible. “Because Patricia could be… dangerous. Not physically, no… but emotionally. She manipulates you, drags you in, and when she realizes she can’t, she turns cold, distant, calculating. And I was caught in the middle, watching everything, unable to step in, just trying not to break anything more than was already broken.”

Another pause. Longer this time. Each second seemed to weigh a ton, heavy with what wasn’t said, with what I didn’t know how to interpret, and with what Mónica had kept to herself for years.

		“Sometimes,” she finally whispered, “I wondered if you’d ever see all this. If you’d ever understand that not everything was your fault.”


I took a deep breath. My chest rose and fell with a swirl of rage, relief, and sadness. The truth was painful, but also liberating: someone had seen what I couldn’t see. Someone had been there, witnessing so many deceptions, even if in silence.

		“Mónica…” I began, letting my voice carry the weight I’d been carrying for years. “I don’t know if you understand what Patricia made me feel.”


Silence on the other end. I heard her holding her breath, waiting for me to continue.

		“It’s…” I continued, hesitating, searching for the right words. “It’s like everything I thought was solid turned to sand between my fingers. The betrayal, the constant lies… it didn’t just break my trust, it left me feeling weak, vulnerable, like I could never trust anyone again.”


Mónica didn’t respond right away. Her silence was warm, understanding, and gave me space to open up without fear of being interrupted.

		“I never realized how much she was destroying me until there was no turning back,” I continued. “Every gesture of hers, every fake smile, every calculated flirtation… it gutted me. And the worst part is that, even though I suspected it, I always found excuses to justify it. I lied to myself more than she ever lied to me.”


I felt a lump in my throat. It wasn’t just the betrayal, or the blatant way Patricia threw herself at others, but the effect it had left on me—the shadow that still crept into every relationship, into every moment of trust.

		“The worst part,” I continued, my voice breaking, “is that after all that, I still find myself doubting what I feel for other people. I feel like my ability to trust is shattered—broken by every lie, every manipulative move I saw in her—and it’s left scars that won’t fade.”
		“Fernando…” Mónica said with a sigh. “No one can blame you for that. No one who’s been through what you’ve been through could…”
		“I know,” I said, cutting myself off, aware I was speaking to release something I’d been carrying inside for too long. “But I need to say it, even if it’s just to you, even if it’s just so I don’t drown in silence. Patricia taught me the hard way what lies are, what emotional control is, what manipulation dressed up as love looks like. And that… that leaves a mark.”


A long silence followed. I felt her presence through the phone, a warmth I hadn’t expected, offering me a safe space to say everything I’d kept bottled up until now.

		“You’re not weak, Fernando. You just carry deep wounds that need time to heal,” Mónica began, her voice trembling, slow, measured. “There’s something that’s always weighed on me, and I don’t really know how to tell you without it sounding strange.”


I heard her take a deep breath. Each pause held the weight of what she wasn’t saying, and I stayed silent, aware that any interruption would shatter the moment and the gravity of her words.

	— 	“Seeing you…” she continued, “seeing how completely you gave yourself to Patricia, how you trusted her, how you believed everything was fine… it hurt more than I can put into words. Not because I wanted to interfere, or out of jealousy. It just… hurt to see you so in love, so certain of someone who couldn’t love you back the way you deserved.”


A long silence followed. I could picture her holding back, struggling with the words, searching for a way not to reveal everything at once. My heart raced. I was beginning to sense what lay between the lines.

	— 	“I…” she finally said, her voice a fragile thread that seemed ready to snap, “I just didn’t want what you felt to hurt you. That you wouldn’t… that you wouldn’t waste all your love on someone who couldn’t appreciate it and didn’t deserve it. Every time Patricia cheated on you or lied to you, I felt like something was being torn out of me.”


My chest tightened. Her words carried the weight of a secret she’d kept for years—a silent, repressed, but constant affection that had seeped into every gesture she made toward me.

	— 	“I couldn’t say anything,” she whispered. “I couldn’t… get too close, or say too much, because it wasn’t my place, and I didn’t want to break what was already broken. But every time I saw you happy with her, or trusting her, I suffered in silence. And believe me, Fernando… every day was torture. Now,” she continued, her voice dropping even lower, almost to a whisper, “I can finally speak, because she doesn’t scare me anymore. She’s out of my life too. Because I’ve seen too much, and I still care… about how you’re doing, what you feel, and how all of this has left its mark on you.”


The silence that followed was heavy yet liberating. She didn’t need to say anything more. Everything was there, in every pause, in every held breath, in every fragment of pain that had transformed into silent care. I didn’t know what to say. I could only breathe and listen.

	— 	“Listen…” I said, my voice tight, “this… what you’re telling me… we can’t keep talking about this over the phone.”


Silence on the other end. I could sense her holding her breath, almost afraid of my reaction.

	— 	“No, Fernando…” she murmured. “I don’t mind talking about it over the phone. I’ve had this inside me for so long that letting it out is a relief.”
	— 	“No,” I insisted, firm but not harsh. “This needs time, space… and us being face to face. Every word you say carries too much weight, and if we keep going like this, I feel like I could get lost in it all without being able to process any of it. I can’t just listen from far away to something that’s been hidden for years and respond with a simple ‘yes’ or ‘I understand.’”


The line went silent again, longer than before. The tick-tock of my own thoughts seemed to echo in my ears.

— 
“I know,” she finally said, her voice barely a whisper. “I understand.”



I nodded, though she couldn’t see me. I knew I’d done the right thing. This conversation deserved time, eye contact, shared silences—the kind of human connection that could hold the weight of what we were laying bare.

	— 	“So… when you can, let’s meet,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “There’s no rush, but… I think we need to talk face to face.”
	— 	“Whatever you want…” Mónica replied, her voice softer, almost a sigh of relief.
	— 	“Look…” I said, trying to sound casual even though every word felt heavy, “I’m completely free this weekend. Actually, I’m completely free any day. One of the perks of not having a job or anyone to answer to. Would you want to… meet up in Madrid?”


There was a long, measured silence on the other end. I could imagine her holding her breath, taking in the invitation.

		“Yes… I’d love to,” she finally said, her voice soft, barely a whisper of relief. “Does Saturday work for you?”
		“Perfect,” I replied. “I’m leaving here Friday. If that works, I can pick you up at eight. We could grab dinner and then go for a walk, if you’d like. Or walk first and then dinner…”
		“Sounds good to me,” she said, and I caught a hint of a smile in her voice. “I trust you to pick the place.”
		“Then… see you Saturday,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady, but unable to hide the emotion creeping into every word.
		“Yes,” Mónica replied softly, a smile in her voice. “Saturday. I’m looking forward to seeing you again.”


A brief silence followed. Neither of us wanted to hang up yet, as if stretching out the moment could make it last a little longer.

		“Take care until then,” I told her, trying to sound casual, even though I couldn’t stop thinking about the days ahead.
		“You too,” she said, and for an instant I felt she was truly smiling. “And… thank you for calling me.”
		“No…” I whispered, more to myself than to her. “Thank you for waiting.”


We hung up, and the phone sat dark on the table. I felt strangely warm. The wait until Saturday was no longer an obstacle but a stretch of time filled with anticipation, with possibilities, with something that might just be worth it.

I was near one of the taverns along the village promenade when the rain started coming down in sheets. I could see patches of blue sky on the horizon, so I figured it was just a passing storm. I wasn’t far from the door, so I ran for it and ducked inside. I was sure I’d only be there five minutes or so until it let up.

I was wringing the water from my clothes when I realized I wasn’t alone. As chance would have it, I found myself face to face with Anabel in the bar—she must have ducked in for a coffee before heading home to escape the downpour. Anabel was leaning against the wall, arms crossed, her expression tense. When she saw me, she straightened up, as if she’d been waiting for this moment for days.

Her boots were soaked, her clothes drenched, and her hair hung in damp strands around her face.

		“My God, what a downpour…!” the bar owner exclaimed. “You’re both soaked!”
		“Yeah,” Anabel said. “Wasn’t expecting this rain. It just came down all at once. Look—it’s already clearing up.”
		“Get yourselves something and wait it out,” the plump woman said. “Take off those wet clothes. What can I get you?”
		“A nice hot coffee with milk,” Anabel said without taking her eyes off me.
	— 	“Are you avoiding me?” she asked point-blank.


I didn’t respond right away. A thick silence hung between us, as dense as the humidity in the air. I looked into her eyes and saw something that surprised me: not anger, not even wounded pride, but exhaustion.

	— 	“The other day you told me it was best to leave things as they were. Maybe it’s just me, but I understood what that meant.”
	— 	“Don’t be an asshole. I came to your house afterward to apologize. We agreed to talk again. And you never called.”
	— 	“I thought you’d be the one to call me. When you didn’t, I figured you didn’t want to talk about it. Especially after your beloved Juan Carlos showed up at my house the next day.”
	— 	“What are you talking about?”
	— 	“He showed up at my house to warn me not to interfere between you two. And he was… pretty convincing. Honestly, I thought he was going to hit me. But maybe that’s just me. Since I can’t stand him…”


She pressed her lips together. Her eyes glistened, but instead of tears, what surfaced was a defensive hardness.

	— 	“You have no right to judge me for what I went through with Juan Carlos,” she said, her voice cracking but defiant. “Just like I didn’t judge you for your marriage to Patricia. I already told you that.”


I nodded slowly, taking a deep breath.

— 

“I’m not judging you. I’m just saying I can’t build anything on a foundation of half-truths.”

That’s when I saw it clearly. The whole image—the strong woman, the self-assured doctor, someone who could handle anything—cracked in that instant. And I said it, almost without thinking, but certain it was the unvarnished truth:

	— 	“I’d always believed I was the one with open wounds. But now I realize yours are bleeding too.”


She held my gaze, and for a moment her mask fell. I saw a broken woman, struggling to piece herself back together, with scars that still hadn’t healed. She looked away, as if that silent confession was too heavy to hold.

	— 	“You can’t ask me to understand this, Anabel,” I said, no longer holding back. “You’re playing both sides, and you know it.”


Her eyes went wide, offended, not expecting such bluntness.

	— 	“What do you mean, both sides?” she shot back, her voice trembling. “That’s not fair!”
	— 	“Of course it is,” I fired back, holding her gaze. “Because while you come to me with that sad face, with those silences that beg for shelter, he struts around town like you’re his property. Like no one can get close to you without facing his guard-dog glare.”


She frowned and dropped her gaze for a second, proof that my words had hit their mark. Then she looked up, her eyes locking onto mine with anger and a pain she couldn’t disguise.

	— 	“And what do you know about what’s between us?” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “What right do you have to judge?”
	— 	“The same right I have to protect myself,” I replied, my tone dry. “I’m not going to be anyone’s second choice. And I’m sure as hell not going to be the sworn enemy of a man who treats you like some trophy in his collection.”


She took a deep breath, trying to hold herself together, but her eyes filled with tears.

	— 	“It’s not that simple…” she whispered. “You don’t understand what it was like being with Juan Carlos. You don’t understand what it’s like having someone like that hanging over your life.”
	— 	“Then free yourself from him once and for all, or admit you want to be with him,” I answered, harsher than I intended. “Because as long as he’s still lurking in the background, I’m not getting anywhere near you.”


The silence fell between us like a weight. I could hear the distant murmur of the harbor, footsteps passing on the street, but everything seemed far away, irrelevant. She looked at me as if she had a thousand things to say and none of them would be enough.

	— 	“You’re wrong about me,” she murmured at last, her voice barely audible. “But if you’ve already decided who I am… there’s nothing left to say.”
	— 	“No,” I replied, swallowing the lump in my throat and clenching my jaw to hide it. “I haven’t decided who you are—that’s for you to figure out. Who you are and what you want. And you have no idea. I told you once and I’ll tell you again: I’m not looking for anything, I’m not asking for anything, just one thing—honesty.”
	— 	“I haven’t lied to you.”
	— 	“That’s true, up to a point. You haven’t lied to me, because the reality is you have no idea what you want.”


I turned and walked toward the exit, feeling the tension of her presence behind me, the raw ache of something that would never be.

	— 	“Maybe… I’ve already chosen,” she murmured, barely audible. “But that doesn’t change anything, does it?”
	— 	“No,” I replied, firm but not cruel. “It doesn’t.”


I stopped dead in my tracks. I couldn’t leave it like this, with all that bottled-up anger and poison hanging in the air. I turned slowly and looked her straight in the eye.

	— 	“I’m going to give you one last piece of advice, Anabel,” I said calmly, though each word weighed a ton. “And you should take it.”


She watched me in silence, tears already welling up, but her lips still set with pride.

— 

“Stay away from Juan Carlos. People like him are toxic, and the only thing that comes from them is toxic relationships.”

I stepped closer, not to intimidate her, but so she’d understand this wasn’t a reproach—it was a warning born from experience.

	— 	“When one person in a relationship is toxic,” I continued, “everything gets corrupted. Love becomes a weapon, tenderness a bargaining chip, trust a means of control. The toxic one always ends up shaping the very air you breathe: what you think, what you feel, what you say. They make you believe you’re making your own choices when really they’re boxing you in. They convince you they love you when all they want is to own you.”


She closed her eyes for a second, as if those words struck too close to something she already knew.

	— 	“At first you think you can handle it, that his forceful nature is part of his appeal, that his intensity is proof of love. But over time, Anabel, you realize there’s no love in distrust, or in emotional blackmail, or in the quiet violence of someone who makes you feel guilty just for breathing. And then it’s too late: you’ve grown used to living with a weight on your chest, to justifying the unjustifiable.”


I paused, letting my words hang in the air between us.

	— 	“I’m not speaking from theory,” I added, lowering my voice. “I lived with someone who lied to me and wore me down day after day. Patricia wasn’t Juan Carlos, but the result was the same: I ended up destroyed, reduced to a shadow of myself. And now, as I’m learning to move past it, the only thing I can tell you is that there’s no redemption inside a relationship that does nothing but poison you.”


She swallowed, and for an instant I saw something more than sadness in her eyes: recognition.

	— 	“If you don’t get away from him,” I concluded, “you’ll keep bleeding from wounds that will never heal. And in the end, you won’t even remember who you were before you met him.”


I didn’t wait for an answer. I turned and walked away, feeling I’d said the only thing I could truly tell her. Not for my sake, but for hers.


17

The morning broke gray over Mugardos, the choppy sea seeming to push me out of the harbor. I climbed into the car and set off for Madrid. The road wound through damp hills dotted with eucalyptus and pine, exhaling that fresh, resinous scent—a reminder of what I was leaving behind. As I drove along the highway, the landscape opened into fog-shrouded valleys, scattered villages, and cows standing motionless, grazing in the drizzle.

The journey was long, and as I left Galicia behind, the world transformed. The mountains gave way to an endless plain, a bare golden horizon stretching into infinity. The sun, hidden until then, broke through scattered clouds, bathing the dry fields in a harsh, almost piercing light.

I’d already booked a hotel room near Mónica’s place. I hadn’t given it much thought—I’d done it the way you’d throw a dart blindfolded. Just the idea of seeing Mónica stirred up a mix of insecurity and vertigo.

And as the car ate up the miles, I found myself wondering if everything that had happened with Anabel—our last fight, my speech about toxicity, that farewell I knew was final—wasn’t really just an excuse. An emotional alibi giving me permission to look for something else, to approach Mónica without feeling like I was betraying anyone.

Did I really want Mónica? Or did I just need to convince myself that Anabel was a mistake so I’d have the freedom to chase a past that had tempted me for years? The thought lodged in me like a thorn. Telling myself I’d broken up with Anabel because it was the right thing was one thing; discovering I might have done it only because Mónica was on the other end of the phone was something else entirely.

The engine purred monotonously, a backdrop to my doubts. The road stretched straight and cold, as if Madrid weren’t just a place on a map but the inevitable stage where I’d have to face those questions.

I loved Anabel. The truth was, I did. I couldn’t deny it, no matter how hard I tried to disguise it as indifference. From that day I found her in the ditch, dazed from the accident, her forehead beaded with sweat, that mix of fragility and determination in her eyes—something in me had latched onto her. It wasn’t just physical attraction, though Anabel was stunningly beautiful; it was the unexpected tenderness she awakened in me, the sense that beneath her armor as a confident doctor was a woman who needed refuge, who silently begged to be understood.

I liked her. A lot. I liked the way she furrowed her brow when she tried to seem strong, the spark in her eyes when she slipped in a joke between seriousness and exhaustion, even that temperament of hers that sometimes felt like a wall and sometimes like a crack where her vulnerability peeked through.

As the car crossed the plateau, the endless horizon spreading before me, I had to admit it: I wasn’t running from Anabel because she didn’t matter. I was running because she mattered too much, and because what she offered was a minefield. Between Juan Carlos, her wounds, and my scars, what we had was doomed to be a battlefield rather than a refuge.

The idea gnawed at me. By giving up Anabel, I wasn’t freeing myself—I was amputating something that had started to take root in me. Maybe that’s why Mónica loomed so large now: not just because she represented a past untainted by lies, but because she offered the illusion of solid ground, a chance without that toxic shadow that had begun to suffocate me in Mugardos.

I gripped the steering wheel. Maybe, in the end, it wasn’t about choosing between them. Maybe it was about choosing myself. But admitting I loved Anabel… that was a wound still bleeding.

How much was I playing both sides too? The question hit me like a gust of cold air through the window. I’d spent days, weeks, criticizing Anabel for her lack of clarity, her half-truths, her ambiguity between Juan Carlos and me. But… what about me?

Would I have broken up with her if Mónica’s call hadn’t come? Or would her lie have seemed less unbearable if I hadn’t had the promise—however vague—of something different waiting for me?

The steering wheel suddenly felt like a silent confessional. Each mile I left behind brought me closer to Madrid, but also to an uncomfortable truth: maybe I hadn’t been as honest as I liked to think. I’d waved the banner of integrity, of zero tolerance for lies, but… what if what really made me turn away from Anabel wasn’t her deception, but the possibility of Mónica?

It was a corrosive idea. It laid me bare to myself. If Anabel had seen me as a refuge, a shot at redemption from Juan Carlos’s shadow, wasn’t I repeating the same pattern by taking refuge in Mónica? Wasn’t it, in the end, just another form of escape, an excuse dressed up as morality?

The car devoured the asphalt, but my mind was trapped in an uncomfortable loop. I’d believed myself different from them—cleaner, more transparent. But in that moment, the rearview mirror reflected a different image: a man who was also playing with a marked deck.

Or maybe I’d been completely wrong. Maybe Mónica had never been in love with me. Maybe everything I thought I read in her silences, her discomfort, the sadness in her eyes when Patricia humiliated me, was nothing more than a misreading, a projection of my own needs. And maybe my sense that she loved me was born from a need my still-damaged mind had created. What if it had simply been compassion? What if she’d never felt anything beyond pity for a man who’d been cheated on?

If that were the case… what would I have left? Would I go back to Anabel? The question froze my hands on the wheel. Because if Anabel had lied, if she’d made me taste that rancid distrust again, could my heart accept going back to her as if nothing had happened? Or would that temptation just be another escape—the fear of being alone?

And the most uncomfortable question of all: did I love Mónica? Really? Or was it simply that I saw her as a sort of anchor, a point of sanity in the middle of the storm Patricia had turned my life into? Maybe Mónica represented what I'd never had: stability, sincerity, someone who could look you in the eye without games. But… was that love, or was it simply need?

The car kept moving forward, straight, obedient, while inside me a battle raged between past, present, and future. Anabel, with her contradictions; Patricia, with her long shadow; Mónica, with the mystery of a desire I couldn't tell was real or imagined. And in the middle, me, always me, spinning in circles, lost in all my feelings.

What if deep down I didn't know how to love? That was the question that pierced me like a knife. Maybe everything I'd called love in my life was nothing more than dependency, emotional anchors to avoid facing the void. Patricia had been a mirage of passion, a hurricane that dragged me along, and I'd confused intensity with true love. Anabel, with her tenderness and fragility, awakened a protective instinct in me, as if I needed to save her to save myself. And Mónica… Mónica was something else: a lighthouse in the storm, yes, but what if I simply needed someone to remind me that it was still possible to live with decency?

Where was the love in all of that? Or was I just a collector of excuses, a seeker of substitutes?

Maybe truly loving wasn't about fleeing from pain, or finding someone to soothe the wounds, but about accepting the brutal nakedness of another person without masks or lifelines. And maybe I, who had made fear a habit, was incapable of reaching that truth.

The night road stretched out before me. The red lights of some distant car seemed like unreachable signals, promises dissolving in the distance. I thought that maybe all I'd done up to now was try not to drown. Not love, not build, just avoid sinking.

And the idea hit me with devastating clarity: maybe it wasn't that the women in my life had been difficult—maybe the difficult one had always been me.

Madrid greeted me with its usual chaos: dense traffic, horns that seemed to shout in my ear, and a tide of lights that turned the city into a living organism. I parked in front of the hotel, a discreet building, nothing luxurious, but comfortable enough to spend a couple of nights. As the receptionist handed me the room key, I felt a knot in my stomach that wasn't from the trip, but from anticipation.

I went up to the room and left my suitcase in a corner. I turned on the warm lights and looked out the window: the city pulsed beneath me, indifferent to my unease. I took a deep breath and dialed Mónica's number.

“

Hello, Mónica, it's Fernando,” I said, my voice more tense than I would have liked.

There was a brief silence, and then her voice, serene but with a contained vibration:

“
I was waiting for you to call. I was going to call you.”



I excused myself clumsily, saying the trip had been long, that I wanted to give her space, that I didn't know if the call would be unwelcome. She laughed softly, sensing my awkwardness. We struggled to break the ice. An invisible barrier—a mixture of embarrassment and the desire not to make mistakes—complicated those first steps we wanted to take.

	“	Tomorrow around seven would be good,” she finally said. “That way we'll have time for a walk before dinner. Sound good?”


I nodded, even though she couldn't see me. I hurried to add that I'd take care of everything. When we hung up, I stared at the phone for a few seconds, lost in thought.

I took out my laptop and searched carefully. I didn't want somewhere noisy or too crowded, or a restaurant where she might feel exposed. After several options that didn't quite appeal to me, I remembered a fairly intimate place where I'd taken Patricia several times. It had small tables, dim lighting, and was known for its discretion and good service. I made the reservation as soon as I saw there were still tables available.

When I hung up, my heart was pounding. There was something almost adolescent about my nerves, as if I were seventeen and getting ready for my first date. The difference was that now I carried scars, memories, defeats.

I poured myself a whisky from the minibar. I drank it slowly, watching the lights of Madrid through the glass. Tomorrow, at seven, a door that had been closed for too long would finally open.

The hotel room smelled of strong air freshener and had that cold silence that always hangs in such places. I left my suitcase open in a corner without unpacking, as if I didn't want to acknowledge that I'd be staying more than one night. I lay down on the bed, but soon realized sleep wasn't going to come easily.

I stared at the ceiling, and memories began to appear like images in a music video. First came Patricia, inevitable as ever. I saw her walking into that party at our house, drink in hand, laughing too loudly with that Diego who I later discovered was more than just a conference acquaintance. The whisky warmed my throat but couldn't drown the bile that rose with that image.

Then, unbidden, Anabel emerged. The red car on the roadside, her nervous gesture when she asked me to take her to town, that mixture of beauty and vulnerability that captivated me from the first moment. She'd told me she didn't want to complicate her life, but the truth is I didn't know how to keep her away from my storms either. Had what I'd done been fair? Or had I let her slip away like a coward, using the lie as an excuse?

But then Monica's figure pushed all the others aside. I remembered her gaze on the wedding day, fixed on Patricia, trying to gauge the weight of a lie I still couldn't recognize. I remembered how she tensed every time Patricia went too far, every time her flirtations bordered on humiliation. And above all, I remembered her voice during our last call, trembling when she spoke of complicity, of having seen more than she ever should have.

I turned over in bed, unable to find a comfortable position. What was I really looking for in her? Was it love? Or the desperate need to find someone who would validate what I'd always suspected, someone who would tell me: “You weren't crazy, she was cheating on you”?

The digital clock on the nightstand crawled forward. Madrid's lights filtered through the gap in the curtains, flickering, as if the city itself were breathing. I thought about tomorrow's date and felt a flutter in my stomach—a mixture of anxiety and hope. The possibility of a new beginning mingled with the fear of making another mistake.

At three in the morning, still wide awake, I realized something disturbing: I wasn't afraid of what Monica might tell me. I was afraid of what she might awaken in me. By four, my body grew heavier than my mind. Exhaustion finally won out over the spinning thoughts, the memories, the fears. I pulled the covers up halfheartedly and closed my eyes, hoping to fall into a deep, restorative sleep.

The distant murmur of traffic was a strange lullaby, a constant rumble that gradually pushed me toward the darkness of sleep. Thoughts dissolved one by one: Patricia vanished, Anabel blurred, and only Monica's hazy silhouette remained, approaching and receding.

I slept restlessly, yes, but I slept at last. And in that precarious respite, I found, for a few hours, the rest I so desperately needed.

I woke to the first rays of sun slipping through the gap in the hotel curtains. The city still seemed half asleep, but in the streets you could already feel a pulse, a constant murmur of life that made me aware of my own presence within it.

I decided to go out for a walk, clear my head, and let Madrid filter into my senses. I wandered down side streets until I reached Gran Vía. It had that classic weekend atmosphere, so different from weekdays. Everything was organized bustle: shop windows gleaming with winter lights, tourists clutching maps, and people walking with purpose, as if every second counted. The air smelled of freshly baked bread and coffee, mixed with the cold dampness of morning.

I stopped in front of an old movie theater's display window and studied the posters. The images seemed from another era, from when a movie poster was its best promotion, from when there were no social networks, no internet. I walked on, letting the sounds of the city seep into my thoughts: the echo of footsteps on the sidewalk, the jarring honk of some impatient taxi, the laughter of people I would probably never see again.

As I walked, I couldn't help thinking about the date that awaited me. Monica. Every step felt like approaching a precipice whose depth I couldn't fathom. What would she say? What would she expect from me? Would I be able to be just Fernando, without Patricia's shadows or Anabel's temptation?

I remembered her as that girl, always in motion, always with a spark of energy that seemed to pull everything into her orbit. She was wild in appearance, unpredictable, the first to jump into a joke or throw herself into a party, and yet there was something about her that always conveyed balance to me—good sense beneath that layer of chaos.

Despite being wild and a party girl, I never saw her drunk or using any substances; her idea of partying was pure energy, laughter, and music, without self-destruction or empty spectacle. That combination made her fascinating: she could dance all night and show up the next day punctual, put-together, with a perfectly organized plan.

Her whirlwind of activity hid a serious woman with clear principles, who knew when to have fun and when to get her life in order. That duality was what had impressed me most about her. Compared to Patricia, with her games of lies and flirtation, Monica had always been an invisible rock, someone who could watch the storm without getting swept away.

I remembered her laughing in Patricia's living room, always dropping some silly comment, with bright eyes and that spontaneity that seemed unstoppable, and at the same time I saw her taking in every gesture, every word, every detail. That memory accompanied me as my steps echoed on the sidewalk, making me feel that somehow this approaching encounter was inevitable, but also charged with the promise of a truth that had been absent from my life until now.

Physically, Monica was a beautiful woman, but not in Patricia's mechanical, calculated way. Monica's beauty was more natural, spontaneous; she didn't need heavy makeup or carefully chosen dresses to impress. Patricia was like a machine designed to seduce, efficient and always perfect. Monica, on the other hand, allowed herself days of jeans, t-shirts, and sneakers, without the pretension of always being impeccable, without the need to be admired at every turn.

That naturalness, that authenticity, was what linked her to Anabel in my mind: both conveyed a warmth that wasn't built on artifice. I remembered her hair falling freely over her shoulders, the simple gestures that spoke more about her than any words, and the smile that always seemed to emerge without warning, illuminating even the most trivial moments.

It was a beauty that didn't demand attention, that didn't manipulate or stage scenarios to provoke desire. She was human, tangible, someone you could feel safe with and admire at the same time without feeling she was testing you. That combination of closeness and understated elegance reminded me why, despite the years and past mistakes, it was still impossible not to think of her intensely as the city unfolded before me.

Hours passed and the anguish in my stomach grew. When I got in the car, my heart was pounding rapidly, bordering on tachycardia. I double-parked, the engine purring softly, while my eyes scanned the sidewalk, waiting for her to appear in the doorway. And then I saw her.

Mónica appeared in her camel coat, walking with the natural elegance that had always defined her. But something was different this time: the coat barely concealed the sophistication radiating from her. The black spaghetti-strap mini dress draped over her body with provocative ease, and the plunging neckline hinted at a confidence I hadn't seen in her before. Her high heels elongated her legs and accentuated her figure.

A small, refined purse hung from her shoulder, a matching accessory that completed an outfit designed to impress without trying too hard. Her hair was impeccable, perfectly styled, and her makeup made her eyes more striking, giving her the aura of a woman with nothing to hide—one who knew exactly what she was dressing for.

The Mónica standing before me was no longer the carefree whirlwind of jokes and laughter I remembered. This was a different version—more sophisticated, more conscious of every gesture, every curve of her body. The sophistication didn't make her cold; on the contrary, there was a strength in her that both attracted and intimidated me.

For an instant, time seemed to stop. People kept walking around her, indifferent, but I was frozen in the moment Mónica looked up and our eyes met—she knew I'd been waiting for her. The knot in my stomach tightened, reminding me this journey wasn't just geographical: it meant crossing years of memories, silences, and desires all contained in a single encounter.

I took a deep breath and stepped out of the car, approaching with measured steps. She tilted her head slightly in a wordless greeting, and I couldn't help but notice the difference: the Mónica before me was no longer a memory. She was a challenge, a promise, and somehow, a mirror reflecting everything I still didn't know about myself.

As I watched her glide toward the car, one thought kept circling in my mind: she had dressed like this to impress me. The idea made me smile to myself. It was flattering, of course, but also a quiet confirmation that I hadn't been wrong: she was into me.

I felt a surge of power mixed with anticipation. I wasn't some kid getting swept up in the emotion of the moment; I had enough clarity to understand what this meant and, above all, what it could mean if I decided not to hold back. The sophistication of her outfit, the way she moved with the confidence of a woman who knows she's desired… everything pointed to this date being more than just dinner.

I took a deep breath, feeling my pulse quicken. “I'm not a kid,” I told myself, remembering every past failure, every wound still raw, every time I'd held back out of fear of making a mistake. Not this time. This time I could go all in—no masks, no unnecessary doubts.

The camel coat fell open slightly as she moved, revealing the dress that hugged her figure, and every detail reinforced my certainty that I shouldn't hold back. Her every gesture was a message, every glance a subtle challenge. And I was ready to accept it, to face whatever came—no excuses, no running away.

My heart was pounding, but there was a new clarity behind the emotion: this time there were no outside storms to throw me off course. This time, the game was ours alone.

She settled into the passenger seat, adjusting the coat over her dress. Her closeness let the soft perfume she always wore mingle with the scent of leather, an immediate reminder that this encounter would be anything but neutral.

		“Thanks for picking me up,” she said, a slight tremor in her voice she could barely disguise, her gaze drifting toward the street as she weighed each word.
		“Don't mention it,” I replied, trying to sound casual, but my throat tightened and I had to clear it before I could say anything else.


A long silence settled between us.

We stole sideways glances, avoiding direct eye contact, both aware of the electricity crackling between us. Every small gesture—an accidental brush of arms as she shifted in her seat, a stifled sigh—ratcheted up the tension.

		“The… traffic is brutal. I'd forgotten what this was like,” I finally said, breaking the ice in the most awkward way possible.


She laughed softly, but her laughter carried a hint of embarrassment mixed with complicity. “Yeah… typical Madrid,” she murmured, biting her lower lip slightly—a gesture that made me smile without meaning to.

Another silence fell. This one longer—uncomfortable and delicious at once. Each minute seemed to stretch as we looked at each other and looked away, playing an unspoken game of advance and retreat. The city slid past around us, lights and sounds blurring, but inside the car everything narrowed to just the two of us: the closeness, the shared memories, the repressed desire, and that nervous tension that turned every word and gesture into a high-stakes game.

I took a deep breath and told myself I couldn't let the nerves get the better of me. I had to say something, break the tension—but in a way that wouldn't scare her off, without revealing everything I felt all at once. And as I drove, every traffic light, every turn, every sound of the city reinforced the feeling that whatever was coming wouldn't be simple—but it wouldn't be forgettable either.

I parked in front of the restaurant, a small place with warm light filtering through the windows. It was still as cozy as I remembered. The understated sign seemed to promise intimacy and privacy, and that sense of exclusivity made me smile.

I got out of the car and opened the passenger door for Mónica to step out first. She turned toward me, a knowing glint in her eyes, and I felt that flutter in my stomach again. Each step she took toward the entrance seemed measured, elegant, yet natural—effortless, but fully aware of the effect she had.

	— 	“I hope it wasn't hard to find parking,” she said, her voice soft with a hint of suppressed laughter, trying to mask the tension hanging between us.
	— 	“No, not at all,” I replied, noticing how my own heart was pounding in my ears. “You know I like to plan ahead.”


We walked side by side toward the door, and for an instant our hands brushed. Neither of us mentioned it, but the spark of that contact made us smile awkwardly. The embarrassment was there, palpable, mixed with attraction; both of us aware that this first meeting wasn't accidental. We both wanted this, though neither of us knew how to begin.

The maître d' led us to a secluded table, bathed in soft light that softened everything—the edges, the nerves. We sat facing each other, and for a moment there was only silence. We studied each other, our gazes meeting and darting away, a subtle dance between desire and restraint.

— 

“You look different,” I finally said, unable to hold back a nervous smile.

She tilted her head slightly, appraising me with eyes that gleamed in the light. “Different?” she repeated, with a hint of surprise and a soft laugh, clearly aware of the effect she had on me.

— 

“Yes... more sophisticated,” I admitted, and as I said it I felt the heat rise to my cheeks.

She blushed slightly, a mix of flirtation and shyness that made me feel that, despite everything, we were playing the same game—but neither of us wanted to show all our cards at once.

The waiter appeared with the menus, and as we leafed through them, the conversation began to flow—cautiously. Each phrase was measured, each smile restrained, each silence charged with meaning. The tension didn't disappear; it transformed into a thread connecting us, a tightrope we walked carefully, aware that any wrong move could snap it or pull us closer.

And so, between furtive glances, soft laughter, and silences full of expectation, the date began—one we both knew would change the dynamic of whatever we'd been to each other until now.

The waiter stepped away and we were left alone in the warm dimness of the restaurant. The candles on the table cast dancing shadows across our faces, and the distant clinking of silverware and plates provided a quiet backdrop to the conversation beginning to flow.

	— 	“It's been a while since we had dinner together,” I began, trying to sound casual, though each word felt weighted with years of distance.
	— 	“Fernando... this is the first time we've had dinner alone...” she replied, a slight gleam in her eyes as she toyed with the napkin, looking for any excuse to delay the awkward silence.
	— 	“That's true...” I said, a bit uncomfortable. “We've had dinner together before, but always with other people.”
	— 	“Yes. Always with Patri.”


The mere mention of that name brought on an uncomfortable silence. We chose light dishes, but neither of us paid much attention to the food at first. Every phrase we exchanged was loaded with subtext; memories slipped through our jokes and comments about the city, the restaurants, the cafés we used to frequent.

	— 	“I'm still amazed you remember even the most random places,” she said, smiling, and for an instant I felt transported back to that whirlwind of youth that had defined her. “You were always paying attention to everything, even when you pretended not to care.”
	— 	“Some things are hard to forget,” I replied with a nervous laugh. I felt a tingle as her gaze lingered a moment too long on mine. “Some things I'd rather not forget... though I can't help it sometimes.”


A silence fell between us, brief but charged with tension. Neither of us wanted to break it too quickly. She toyed with the rim of her wine glass, and I watched her fingers move delicately, betraying a mix of nerves and restrained flirtation.

	— 	“Why did you choose Mugardos?” Mónica asked, her fingers fidgeting absently with the edge of the tablecloth, avoiding my eyes.


I took a deep breath, weighing whether to lay it all out or keep that part of me hidden. “I didn't want to go to San Vicente,” I said, my voice low, almost a murmur. “It would be the first place Patricia would look for me… and I didn't want that.”

She raised an eyebrow with that familiar mix of curiosity and surprise. “But in the end… she found you.”

I nodded weakly, a thread of bitter laughter escaping me. “Yes… she knew how to find me. Even though I'd tried to make sure she wouldn't.” I paused, my eyes drifting to the window, watching the faint glow of the streetlight filter in. “It's funny, isn't it? You think you're escaping something, that you're in control of your life… and suddenly you realize nothing is that simple.”

She looked at me, her expression soft but intense. “And… how did you handle it?” Her voice was almost a stifled sigh, as if afraid to hear the truth head-on.

	— 	“Badly,” I admitted, letting the weight of the word fill the silence. “Patricia destroyed me. It wasn't just the infidelity… it was the betrayal of trust, of everything I thought was solid. Seeing her there again, with that defiant confidence of hers, claiming what she thinks belongs to her... Running her mouth, sowing seeds of doubt among the townspeople. It was awful.”


Mónica tilted her head, weighing my words, and for an instant I felt I could read something deeper in her eyes: understanding, yes, but also a hint of profound sadness. It was as if she'd known similar wounds herself.

A loaded silence fell, but different this time—closer. Her hand shifted slightly, and for an instant, our eyes met with the unspoken certainty that we both understood what words couldn't capture. The conversation, though painful, was bringing us closer; it made us partners in a shared truth, and for the first time, I felt I could let my guard down without losing control of what mattered: us, here and now.

	— 	“Have you heard from her since?” Mónica asked, eating a small piece of meat. “From what you've told me, it's not like her to just disappear off the map. Do you think she went all the way there just to give you an envelope?”
	— 	“No, what she really went there for was to screw up my life. She's manipulative, and the worst part is she's used to getting her way. But honestly, I don't give a damn. I have no idea where she might be, and that's freeing, though it also worries me. She's vindictive, and it surprises me she's not cooking up one of her schemes.”


I remembered how meticulously Patricia organized her affairs. She never left anything to chance. I could picture her plotting all kinds of schemes to get what she wanted.

	— 	“What do you think she wants? Money?” Mónica asked.
	— 	“What else could she want? It's obvious our relationship never mattered to her one bit. She knows the house, even though we sold it in a hurry, brought in a nice profit. She wants her piece of the pie.”


Mónica leaned back in her chair and gazed absently toward the back of the restaurant, lost in thought.

	— 	“You know her. Patricia won't stop until she gets it.”
	— 	“I'm not giving her a cent. That's the last thing I need…”
	— 	“Well, maybe you should just get her off your back.”
	— 	“Not at the cost of my money. I busted my ass to get where I am at the company. She just rode on my coattails to live a life of luxury without a care in the world. She repaid me with infidelity and humiliation. I'm not letting her take anything. Besides, she's like a bottomless pit. She'll always want more. Believe me. I know her well. It'll never be enough for her.”
	— 	“It's up to you. But don't come crying to me later. People like her don't give up easily when they want something. And she wants your money.”
	— 	“Well, the only thing she's going to get out of me is pissed off.”


I hadn’t realized how much talking about Patricia pissed me off.

	— 	“Sorry. It’s just that I’m worried she might do something crazy. Narcissistic, self-serving people are capable of things that would shock you. Their behavior can be dangerous.”


She spoke as if something was distracting her. I realized she’d been pretty quiet all evening. I studied her profile—the line of freckles across her cheeks and nose, the delicate arch of her eyebrows against her tan skin. She was gazing into the distance, lost in thought.

	— 	“Is something wrong?” I asked.
	— 	“No. I was just thinking.”
	— 	“About what?”
	— 	“Well… about what that kind of person is capable of. I’m not a psychiatrist, but you shouldn’t underestimate her,” she answered with a smile, though I could sense tension beneath it.
	— 	“And… how did you know Patricia had lost her job?” I asked, unable to hide my curiosity.


Mónica let out a soft sigh and lowered her gaze to her wine glass, as if the memory burned. “I heard it,” she said, her voice low but firm. “An argument with her boss. She went crazy… screaming, threatening, hurling insults. I was nearby and… well, I couldn’t help but overhear.”

The image of Patricia out of control struck me like a blow. I’d always known her as calculating, perfect, elegant… and suddenly I pictured her furious, losing all restraint. “I can’t imagine Patricia like that,” I murmured, shaking my head in disbelief.

Mónica looked up, and in her eyes there was something more than surprise: a hint of understanding. It felt like that moment was revealing more than she’d expected—about Patricia and about me. “You only knew the part of Patricia she wanted you to know.”

I nodded, swallowing back a knot of rage. “I know. Seeing how she really behaved, how she showed she had no boundaries… it makes me realize how much she manipulated all of us.”

Mónica nodded slowly, and for a moment we sat in silence, the murmur of the restaurant fading away as if it didn’t exist. Her presence felt more and more intense—her voice, her gaze, the way she weighed each word. Everything suggested this encounter wasn’t just chance, but a kind of unspoken confession she was offering me, one I was beginning to accept with all its implications.

	— 	“Look, Mónica…” I began, trying to control the tremor in my voice. “I didn’t ask you here to spend the night talking about Patricia.”


She raised an eyebrow, curious, and a mischievous smile played on her lips. “Then why are we here?” she asked, her tone mixing humor with genuine curiosity.

I stayed silent for a moment, hesitating. My mind ran through every memory, every gesture of hers I’d held onto for years. Should I tell her? Or was it too soon? Every fiber of my being pushed me to come clean. I took a deep breath and told myself there was no turning back: cards on the table, come what may.

	— 	“I came…” I said, looking straight into her eyes with an intensity that left no room for games. “I came to find out… if you’ve ever been in love with me.”


Silence fell over the table, heavy and electric. Her eyes widened slightly in surprise, and for an instant her mouth hung open, searching for the right words. Everything else disappeared: the murmur of the restaurant, the dim light, even the physical distance between our bodies. The only thing that mattered was what I had just said, and the truth now hanging in the balance of her response.

Mónica blinked several times, taking in my words. The intensity of my gaze seemed to pierce through her, and for an instant I saw her waver, her lips trembling slightly.

	— 	“Fernando…” she whispered, her voice barely a thread. “That… that's not something you hear every day.”


I smiled nervously. “I know. But there's no time left for half-truths, or for holding anything back.”

She looked away, her fingers fidgeting with the napkin, seeking refuge in something tangible. Then, slowly, she met my eyes again, and they shone with barely contained emotion. “I never… I never knew how to tell you,” she confessed, swallowing hard, a tremor in her voice betraying the mix of shame and desire. “I was always afraid you'd hear the truth… or that you wouldn't want to hear it. There was her… She was my friend, you were her fiancé… You only had eyes for Patricia. So I decided it was better to step away.”

	— 	“And now?” I asked softly, leaning in just a little closer, measuring the distance. “Do you want me to hear the truth now?”


She lowered her gaze and let out a breath, a sound born of both discomfort and complicity. “Yes… yes, I want you to hear it. Though I don't know if I'm brave enough to say it without blushing.”

I noticed her body leaning unconsciously toward me, the eye contact growing more intense, more intimate. Every word, every silence, every shared breath seemed to stretch time until the moment became something tangible, almost electric.

— 
“Then…” I said, softly but firmly. “Tell me.”



She took a deep breath, and for the first time since we arrived, she let her emotions flow freely, revealing everything she had held back: the affection, the attraction, the years of memories, and that mixture of love and fear that had kept her at a distance.

The involuntary brush of our hands on the table sent a shiver through us both, and for an instant we smiled, aware that this moment could never be repeated, and that everything that followed would depend on the absolute sincerity we had both just promised.

	— 	“Fernando… I… I always loved you,” she whispered, each word heavy as stone. “Not as a friend, not as a game… I truly loved you.”


I felt a knot in my stomach, a mixture of surprise and relief. I looked at her intently, without interrupting, letting each word settle in the room.

	— 	“Every time Patricia did something… anything that hurt you, I saw it and it hurt me too,” she continued, her eyes moist but shining with sincerity. “It hurt to see you in love with her, to see you wounded, and not be able to do anything. I always thought that if I got too close, I'd only make things worse… so I stayed back, watching in silence, suffering alone.”


A brief silence fell. She took a deep breath. Gathering the strength to continue seemed to cost her everything. “It was never just sympathy or friendship…” she said, biting her lower lip gently. “I was dying to tell you, to let you know there was someone who saw you, who understood you… someone who could have protected you from all the pain, even though I didn't.”

The tension in the air was almost palpable. I listened to her while feeling each confession tear down the walls we had built between us. Her closeness, the vulnerability in her voice, the trembling in her hands… everything told me she was being absolutely sincere.

	— 	“And now…” she whispered, moving a little closer, her eyes fixed on mine. “Now that you're here, that I've seen you after everything… I want you to know that none of this has changed. That I'm still in love with you. God, how embarrassing!” she exclaimed, covering her face with her hands.


That moment seared itself into my mind like a branding iron. Maybe that's why we rushed into each other's arms. After so much silence, so much passion held in check. She'd been trapped by a false friendship, and I'd been blinded by unrequited love. That instant was liberation for her and relief for me—a way past the pain.

I gave her a wry smile, trying to lighten the intensity of the moment, though my voice betrayed the emotion I felt.

	— 	“Men…” I began, pausing to find the right words. “We're always the last to know about these things. I… I didn't see anything. It was my sister Irene who pointed out the signs I'd been completely blind to.”


She looked at me with a mix of surprise and barely suppressed amusement, and a hint of embarrassment crossed her face. She leaned toward me, lowering her voice:

“And you… what do you feel for me?”



Her question hung between us, heavy, charged with meaning. All the noise of the restaurant, the city, the years apart… dissolved in that instant. My heart was pounding, and for the first time, there was nothing to hide, nothing to pretend.

I took a deep breath, feeling the weight of every word I was about to speak, as if they'd been building up inside me for years.

	— 	“Mónica…” I began, my voice low, almost trembling. “I always liked you… probably more than I even realized. But… I was so completely wrapped up in Patricia… it blinded me. I couldn't see what was right in front of me.”


She looked at me, surprised, her eyes bright with barely contained emotion. A slight tremor passed over her lips, and for an instant, the world disappeared around us.

	— 	“And now?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. “What do you want to do?” The question floated between us, charged with tension, fear, and desire. Everything about her showed she was waiting for my answer, yet dreading it at the same time. Her hands fidgeted with the napkin, fingers intertwined, her eyes fixed on mine, searching for a truth we'd been avoiding.
	— 	“I don't entirely know,” I admitted with a sigh. “I just know I don't want to waste this. I don't want to look back and think I did nothing when I could have done everything.”


She nodded slowly, understanding the sincerity in my words. For an instant, the distance, the silences, the years of doubt… it all seemed to dissipate. We were there, face to face, with everything laid bare, and the only way forward was to let what we felt finally meet the truth.

Mónica tilted her head toward me, and her lips trembled as they brushed against mine. Her hand found mine, our fingers intertwining tightly, and a shiver ran through my entire body. The distance that had separated us for years evaporated in an instant.

	— 	“Fernando…” she whispered, her voice barely audible, trembling with emotion and surprise. “I didn't know if you'd ever feel the same.”
	— 	“I didn't know either… until now,” I confessed, and my words melted into a slow kiss, charged with everything we'd kept buried for so long.


The first contact was soft, exploratory, testing the boundaries of something that had been both forbidden and longed for. Each touch, each sigh, drew us closer, erasing doubts, the past, and the wounds we still carried.

Her hands rose to my shoulders, steadying herself, and mine wrapped around her waist, pulling her toward me. The initial shyness quickly gave way to restrained urgency; the kisses grew deeper, more intense, blending desire and tenderness until we were breathless.

The rest of the dinner passed like that: measured words, meaningful silences, glances that said more than words ever could. Every gesture, every smile, every slight accidental touch was a reminder that something had changed between us, and that this change, however uncertain, was as real as the racing pulse in my chest.

We left the restaurant with Madrid's cold air hitting our faces, and I immediately felt how the chill amplified the closeness between us. We walked slowly, barely speaking, the silences heavy with meaning. With each step, my hand brushed against hers accidentally, and neither of us pulled away.

	— 	“This… has been… unexpected,” Mónica said, with a hint of laughter that sounded more nervous than amused.
	— 	“Yes,” I whispered, aware that my voice betrayed me more than I intended. “Wonderfully unexpected.”


I looked at her and felt all the pent-up tension—months, years, memories and silences—converging in that instant. She smiled at me with that mix of flirtatiousness and vulnerability she'd always had.

	— 	“Fernando…” she murmured. “Is this… the right thing to do?”
	— 	“I don't know,” I admitted, “but it's what I want.”




We stopped under the yellowish glow of a streetlamp, the empty street amplifying every breath, every heartbeat. The night seemed to hold its breath around us, as if the world had stepped back to leave us alone.

Mónica looked up, and our eyes met in a moment that stretched too long. Without a word, we moved closer, drawn by an inevitable force. The first brush of our lips was light, almost timid, testing the waters after so much time apart, so much silence.

But that first brush quickly deepened into an urgent kiss. I felt her tongue seeking mine with the urgency of someone who had waited years for this moment, and my hands slid down her back, pulling her against me, needing to feel her closer than the world would allow.

Her camel coat fell open between our bodies, and the softness of her skin under my fingers made me realize how long we'd been holding this back. Every touch seemed to release years of pent-up desire, unspoken words, shared silences.

Mónica wrapped her arms around my neck, her breath mingling with mine, her sighs filling the frozen air. I held her tight, letting my mouth and hands speak for me, saying everything my words couldn't.

The kiss was endless, a fire that consumed distance and time. Every movement, every shift of our bodies, was charged with need and intimacy—a discovery, a reunion, a memory and a promise all at once.

When we finally pulled apart for a moment to catch our breath, our foreheads stayed pressed together, eyes closed, and the hint of a smile formed on both our faces. The electricity of that moment wrapped around us, and I knew with certainty that nothing would ever be the same—we had set aside our doubts, our fears, our half-truths.

Under that streetlamp, with the cold of the night clashing against the heat of our embrace, I understood that we were finally free to feel everything we'd been holding back. Mónica looked at me with a mix of defiance and desire, and she didn't need to say more. Her breathing was quick and shallow, and the way her fingers clung to the nape of my neck gave her away—she felt the same as I did.

— 
“Let's go to my place,” she whispered, urgency threading through her voice.



I couldn't help but smile inwardly, though my body reacted before my mind could catch up. I nodded, barely brushing her lips with mine in a kiss full of promises and need.

The drive was brief, but every glance, every accidental brush of our hands on the gear shift, every touch of our knees, ratcheted up the tension until it was almost unbearable. There was no rush, but no time to waste either—every second counted, and we both wanted this as much as we needed to breathe.

When we arrived at her building, I took her arm gently and we climbed the stairs, letting the brush of our bodies and our mingled breath fuel the intensity of each moment. Every step was a prelude, every movement a foretaste of what was to come.

We finally reached her apartment door. Mónica took out her keys, her hands trembling almost imperceptibly. The anticipation in her eyes mirrored my own, reflecting our shared desire. The door opened slowly, and the familiar scent of her home enveloped us, intimate and inviting.

We stopped, breathing together, our foreheads brushing for an instant. I felt the electricity of the moment, the force of all that accumulated tension and repressed desire finally breaking free.

She stepped back, inviting me in, and as I crossed the threshold, my hands found her hips, pulling her close. Her fingers tangled in my shirt, and for a second, we just stood there, suspended in the moment, aware that what was about to happen would change everything for both of us.

When we finally moved toward the bedroom, every movement, every touch, every sigh pushed us toward the inevitable. The bedroom door closed behind us, and anticipation, need, and desire merged into something almost tangible—a prelude to the night ahead.

Her hands found my neck, pulling me into a kiss that was both urgent and exploratory. Her lips were warm, soft, and demanding—each touch conveying years of pent-up desire, stolen glances, repressed emotions.

There was no time for words. My hands slid down her back, feeling the softness of her skin beneath the fabric of her dress, while her fingers tangled in my hair with an insistence that spoke of longing and need. The kiss deepened, hungry.

Each caress was a discovery: the contours of her body, the seeming fragility that hid a quiet strength, the way each touch drew a sigh, a tremor. The desire we’d kept bottled up for so long now spilled out in almost uncontrollable impulses—hands roaming, fingers intertwining, breaths mingling, quick and ragged.

Mónica leaned against the wall, and I pulled her closer, feeling her warmth, her scent, the intensity of her gaze locked on mine. “Fernando…” she murmured breathlessly. “I can’t… I can’t wait anymore.”

		“Neither can I,” I whispered, letting my lips trail down her neck, feeling her breathing turn erratic, her body responding with an urgency that matched my own.


The distance between us shrank to nothing. Each touch, each sigh, each moan held years of repressed emotions, doubts, silences. Passion was no longer something that could be contained—it was a fire consuming everything in its path, a mutual need dragging us inevitably toward the peak of shared intimacy.

Mónica’s black dress fell slowly, sliding down her skin. The contrast between her elegant clothing and the vulnerability she revealed as she stood exposed before me left me breathless. It was as if the sophisticated Mónica of that night had shed her mask, letting me see the real woman beneath—her desire laid bare, her truth.

My hands traveled over her body with a mixture of eagerness and reverence, as if touching something sacred yet so deeply desired. She responded with an intensity that disarmed me: her mouth seeking mine desperately, her nails digging gently into my back, each moan driving me further.

We let ourselves fall onto the bed, the coat and heels forgotten on the floor. The dim light wrapped around her figure, and for an instant I paused to look at her. She smiled, just for a second, lips parted, and whispered:

		“Don’t look at me like that… you’re going to drive me crazy.”
		“Same thing you’re doing to me,” I replied, before kissing her again, this time with the force of everything I’d left unsaid for years.


The rhythm between us ebbed and flowed like an intimate conversation. Sometimes urgent, almost wild; other times slow, with lingering caresses, deep kisses, and shared sighs. We were learning each other with every movement, discovering what time had denied us.

Between whispers, she confessed things that seemed to pour from her soul amid the whirlwind. Fat tears began rolling down her cheeks. “You don’t know how much I’ve loved you in silence… how much it hurt to see you with her…”

And I, caressing her face, could only say: “It’s over now. I’m here… with you.”

Desire and urgency began giving way to pleasure. The exact details of what happened should remain between the two of us, between Mónica and me. They should stay in our memory, unknown to anyone else… Yet I don’t want the hours to swallow that moment and blur it with the haze of imprecision.

The brush of our faces, the sensation of desire running wild, those first butterflies you feel with someone you want to do everything with, someone you want to make up for lost time with. That shared madness began slipping from our grasp. Until that instant, I’d still believed there was some semblance of control, that this wasn’t going to happen. But her fingers found my chest and opened my shirt. Her mouth traveled down my neck while her other hand explored my torso. I heard her moan, full of excitement. She didn’t seem like the girl I’d had dinner with just before—she didn’t seem like the same person.

Her hands unbuckled my belt and helped me slide off my pants. I heard the buckle hit the floor as her hands roamed over me in an endless caress. She brought her mouth close to mine again but stopped just inches away, panting, while her other hand reached between my legs. We’d undressed quickly and soon we were in bed, caressing, biting, kissing, touching—wordless now, just wanting each other.

She explored me with her mouth, licking, sucking, eagerly taking my cock. I slipped between her legs and tasted her wetness. We kissed with passion, wanting each other, seeking each other’s pleasure. We both moaned, sighed.



“Make love to me…” she whispered as she lay back on the bed and spread her legs.

I lowered myself and slowly began to caress and kiss her mound, little by little, feeling her growing wetness, watching her reactions. Gradually we slowed our movements to savor each caress, each touch. She sighed with each stroke of my tongue. She moaned with each deliberate caress—my hands on her ass, the small bites on her breasts that made her nipples harden. Her hands traveled down my back, pulling me closer.

I felt her throbbing wetness again, her gasps against my mouth. Then Mónica turned and began kissing my cock. She took it almost entirely into her mouth, her tongue working in ways that were driving me inexorably toward an orgasm I wasn't ready for yet. She caressed my balls, licking me all over.

Shortly after, very carefully, I began to slide my cock into her body. Inch by inch, very slowly. I felt her hot wetness. Mónica moaned softly. I went deeper little by little… She sighed, closing her eyes. She hugged me tightly and looked at me with eyes I'll never forget. They held love, lust, and desire. I moved my hips, picking up the rhythm as our mouths found each other again. I could hear her moans and feel her warm breath with every exhale.

Instead of increasing the rhythm of my thrusts, I slowed down. Our eyes never wavered except when one of us closed them to contain the sensations. We watched each other's reactions, stopping at just the right moment so this would never end. We prolonged those moments of unbridled love as long as possible. I kissed her lips as she moaned softly, deeply. She looked at me and I saw a gleam in her eyes that moved me. I continued thrusting into her slowly, but with a little more firmness each time.

Little by little I noticed more intensity in her soft moans. I was also about to come, but I wanted us to reach it together. We sped up, slowed down, and finally she arched her neck and began to tremble.

She hugged me tightly.

“Keep going… keep going until you finish… Finish inside me,” she whispered, her voice barely a thread.

It wasn't long before I exploded inside her. I moaned as I came in an orgasm so intense it was almost painful.

She sought my mouth and we shared a very slow kiss, just lips, soft, almost like two teenagers just starting to date. We stayed in each other's arms, savoring the feel of our caresses. I saw that two tears were running down her cheeks again. I hugged her tighter. She looked at me and smiled, even with the trails of those furtive tears on her cheeks. She kissed me again.

		“You don't know how much I wanted this…”
		“I know. I'm amazed at how blind we can be. You can have the right person right next to you and not realize it, while you give everything to someone who's pure toxicity.” I smiled, hugged her, and lifted her chin. We kissed, a long, slow kiss.


I don't know how long I stayed there, looking at her. I was tired but satisfied, and a tremendous, strange feeling took hold of me.

I felt overwhelmed. I still craved affection. The wounds Patricia had caused were still open, but discovering Mónica—I felt it—was healing me by leaps and bounds.
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When the doorbell rang, Mónica got up and stumbled over a chair leg in the hallway on her way to the door. I heard her cry out in pain and pictured her hopping on one foot, clutching the other. She opened the door.

For a few seconds, silence filled the house.

When the door opened, cold air from the street slipped in first, carrying a vague, distant murmur. And then I heard her.

A voice that needed no introduction, because it had inhabited too many of my memories, my wounds. Her timbre was unmistakable, even when disguised as sweetness.

		“Hi Moni…” she said, almost in a whisper, her tone straining to sound fragile, as if just being there was already a defeat. “Can we talk for a moment?”


There was a brief, heavy silence. I could imagine Mónica at the threshold, hesitating. Then the creak of the door opening wider. Heels clicking against the floor. Patricia was already inside.

		“I won't take much of your time,” she continued with an exaggerated, almost theatrical sigh. “I don't know who else to turn to. I'm… I'm in a bind, and you're all I have left. There's no one else. I'm desperate.”


I didn't hear any clear response. Just a low murmur, which I assumed was Mónica.



“What happened to you…?” I finally heard Mónica say, her voice barely above a whisper.

Patricia laughed, but not with her usual confidence. It struck me as muted and sarcastic.



“I know, I look ridiculous. But I need some money. Not much. Just enough to stay afloat…”

Another silence. Longer. More uncomfortable. I could feel the air in the house growing heavy.

		“And you think I can help you, Patri? You know my financial situation isn't exactly good,” Mónica asked gently.


Patricia took a few seconds to answer, choosing her words carefully for maximum impact. When she spoke again, her voice was no longer so sweet.

		“Because I have no one left, Mónica…” Patricia said, her voice shifting, suddenly fragile as glass. “No friends, no family. I've had to sell jewelry, clothes… can you imagine? Me… having to resort to that.”



Her confession hung in the air. The echo of those last words—“having to resort to that”—dripped with wounded pride more than true misery. I felt a knot in my stomach. That last phrase hit me like a dart.

Mónica didn't answer right away. The silence that followed was pointed, until she finally spoke, her voice calm:

		“Patricia, I always warned you. Your life couldn't be built on that lie. You couldn't keep playing games with everyone and expect nothing to happen. Fernando wasn't an idiot—sooner or later he was going to find out.”



Patricia snorted, incredulous, with that mix of bitter laughter and contempt I knew all too well.

		“I know you warned me, but what's done is done. Are you going to lecture me again?” she replied, without a trace of hostility. “I know you were always the sensible one—you knew what was really best for me. And it's true I never listened, but I can't turn back now. And he…” She paused, lowering her voice. “Of course, you probably guessed. He left me high and dry, Mónica. With nothing. As if I were nobody.”



		“I saw it coming, Patricia. You were crossing every line. It was only a matter of time before Fernando figured it out.”



A sharp thud—maybe a purse tossed carelessly onto the table—interrupted the calm.

		“Apparently he found out through some gossip at work,” Patricia snapped, her voice a mixture of rage and contempt. “Nonsense. He never would have known anything if it hadn’t been for people like that Bea, always with that judgmental look on her face, as if she were above it all.”



Mónica refused to take the bait. She answered slowly:

		“I think you’re wrong, Patricia. He found out on his own. The rumors only confirmed that what you were doing was happening more often than he’d thought. Bea didn’t have to discover anything, Patricia. You were the one showing it off. You flaunted it shamelessly. Or have you already forgotten that party at your house? Do you think no one noticed how you were flirting with Diego?” “It didn’t take a genius to connect the dots,” Mónica continued, her tone firm, her voice steady. “You lost respect for him. For him, and for yourself.”



Her accusation hung in the air. From the bedroom, I felt my blood boil, though I held my breath. I hadn’t forgotten that voice: I recognized it in every syllable, in every reproach, even though now she wanted to sound wounded instead of haughty. But I knew how well she could play whatever role the moment called for.

I imagined Patricia biting her lip, her brow furrowed, eyes downcast. And then her voice returned, dripping with poorly disguised sweetness:

		“Tell me, Mónica: will you help me? When he sold the house,” she said, and as she spoke I noticed her voice tense. It was obvious that humiliation still stung. “I had to find somewhere to go. Do you know what that’s like, Mónica? Going from having everything to… nothing. Carlos wasn’t an option—you know he’s still married, living his picture-perfect sham of a life. And Diego…, well, Diego…” She paused so long I could almost hear the pounding in my temples. “That’s a separate chapter. One I’ll have to close on my own terms.”


The last sentence hung in the air like a threat, a poisoned echo that Mónica didn’t respond to right away. Patricia continued, with a hint of bitterness:

		“So I ended up renting an apartment. But without work, without steady income, without anything to sustain the life I’d always known. Can you imagine how fast money disappears? I… had to start asking for favors. And that’s when you realize that the people who called themselves your friends weren’t really your friends at all, that even family turns their back on you…”


Mónica said nothing. Her silence perfectly mirrored what I felt from my hiding spot: disbelief. And beneath that, a hint of contempt hiding under forced compassion.

Patricia rested her head in her hands, as if even holding herself up was too much. Her voice dropped, more broken than ever, but still with that theatricality that made her seem like the star of her own tragedy.

		“Mónica, you don’t understand… You’ve never known what it’s like to lose everything all at once. I was used to a certain lifestyle. The dinners, the trips, buying clothes without looking at the price tag. And now? Now I look in the mirror and don’t even recognize the woman I used to be. I’ve sold purses, jewelry, even clothes… Can you imagine what that means? Seeing another woman wearing your dresses on Instagram because you had to unload them just to make rent.”


She stopped for a moment, drew in a sharp breath, trying to swallow the lump in her throat.

		“Even my parents don’t want me around. They’ve shut the door on me, say I embarrass them. Me, embarrass them? As if what I go through every damn day isn’t enough… I have no one. No one. And don’t talk to me about friendships, because all those… those vipers I used to pose with at parties have vanished.”


She fell silent for a long moment. And then she let out a bitter laugh, dripping with venom.

	— 	“In the end, all I have left is this rotten reputation that everyone whispers about behind my back. Do you know what it’s like to walk into places where they used to welcome you like a queen and now hear how they lower their voices? How they laugh at you. I… I wasn’t made for this. I used to be the center of everything. And now I’m nothing but a damn rumor.”


In the pause that followed, I realized my heart was pounding with a strange mix of compassion and revulsion. From the bedroom, I could imagine Monica’s expression, somewhere between pity and discomfort, perhaps even struggling not to slam the door in her face.

Patricia dropped her voice even lower, almost to a whisper.

	— 	“I’ve thought about… disappearing. Yes, about taking myself out of the picture. Because tell me, what’s the point of going on? To drag myself from favor to favor, from bed to bed, like some beggar for affection and money? I can’t take it anymore, Monica. I can’t.”


Monica remained silent. I couldn’t see the scene, but Patricia quickly sensed that something wasn’t going as she expected.

	— 	“What’s wrong, Moni?” Patricia asked, with that mix of curiosity and venom that always surfaced when she sensed a weakness. “You seem tense. You feeling okay?”
	— 	“Your visit surprised me. I wasn’t expecting it,” she said. “And yes, it’s hard to see you like this. I thought you were doing well, or at least that you had a plan. I didn’t know things had gotten this bad.”


Her response was measured, almost professional, but with the tremor of someone who hadn’t expected to be dragged into someone else’s drama.

Patricia’s voice changed; she dropped the fragile act for a moment and let out a short laugh, thick with barely contained rage:

	— 	“It affects you?” she shot back. “Oh, look how much you care about me, Monica. Always so sensible. And what do you want me to do? Plaster over my misery with a smile?”


A long, heavy silence followed. In that pause, I heard Monica sigh.

	— 	“It’s not about that,” she answered slowly. “I just don’t like seeing you suffer. And I’m worried that you’re alone, without work… that you’ve had to sell things.”


Patricia’s breathing grew heavier, choking down her rage and pride in one bitter swallow:

	— 	“And what do you want me to do, Monica? Feel sorry for myself? I’m not looking for pity. I’m looking for solutions. And yes, that’s why I came. Because I thought maybe you’d be willing to help.”


That phrase—“be willing to help”—she delivered with the calculated ambiguity of someone laying both a request and a moral debt on the table. For a second I imagined Monica’s expression: her face caught between empathy and caution.

— 

“I don’t know if I can help you,” Monica said. “I’m not exactly rolling in money.”

Patricia snorted, and in that sound I heard the whole ugly mix of pride and humiliation:

	— 	“Rolling in money, she says!” she repeated, with enough sarcasm to make the words bounce off the walls. “Are you really throwing that at me? Look,” she said at last, her voice straining to sound soft but coming out bitter as bile, “I’m not asking for charity. Or explanations. I just want you to understand that this isn’t as simple as it seems. I’ve lost things, yes, but I’ve also learned.”


The sentence hung unfinished, a shadow that remained incomplete until a throat-clearing—from Mónica, perhaps—acknowledged it with disbelief. Someone drew a sharp breath.

	— 	“You seem uncomfortable,” Patricia said, drawing out her words with that tone of hers that was half whisper, half threat. “There’s something else.”


Mónica reacted quickly—too quickly, perhaps—and in that haste, the crack showed:

— 

“No, Patricia. There’s nothing else. I’m just surprised to see you here, I already told you.”

The denial sounded dry, almost mechanical. I could picture her: eyes avoiding direct eye contact, arms crossed, hands searching for something to grip. Patricia, meanwhile, caught the scent of discomfort like a hyena tracking blood.

	— 	“Don’t lie to me,” she insisted, with a hint of a smile that wasn’t joy but control. “It’s always shown on your face when something’s wrong. That’s your curse, Mónica—you can’t lie. Take it from a professional…”


A brief silence followed, so dense I could almost feel the air thickening between them. Mónica held firm, though her voice trembled almost imperceptibly:

— 
“Really, there’s nothing. I’m just tired, that’s all.”



From my involuntary hiding place, I knew Patricia wouldn’t settle for that answer. She never accepted a “no” without trying to pry open the wound until it bled.

— 

“Who’s in there?” For the first time since her arrival, Patricia’s voice sounded sharp.

Mónica didn’t answer, and I imagined she must be terrified that Patricia might discover me inside.

	— 	“I brought someone home tonight,” she said, doing her best to keep her voice calm and her manner relaxed.
	— 	“Well, well! So little miss innocent brings hookups home too,” she said conspiratorially. “Anyone I know?”
	— 	“No. Someone I met last night.”
	— 	“A random hookup… Who would’ve thought, honey? You sure? You seem a little nervous.”
	— 	“Yes, I’m sure.”
	— 	“Do you mind if I take a look inside?”
	— 	“I don’t think that would be a good idea,” Mónica said, and from the shadow in the doorway, I assumed she’d moved to partially block the entrance to the bedroom. “Don’t be a pain, Patricia… I said no…”


I realized Mónica’s nervousness had become impossible to hide. She stepped back a couple of paces. Patricia appeared in the room and stood motionless in the doorway.

	— 	“What the hell is this?” Patricia’s eyes went wide, though she quickly regained her composure. “You’ve betrayed me,” she said, her voice threatening.
	— 	“No, it’s not like that,” Mónica managed, barely able to speak.
	— 	“I trusted you.” Patricia’s gaze was a dagger now, cutting back and forth between Mónica and me.


I knew her all too well, and I could tell she was gearing up to strike at what we held most dear. She knew exactly where to plunge the dagger.

She leaned forward, her lips parting.

	— 	“I trusted you,” she roared. “You fucking bitch!”
	— 	“I didn’t betray you. You’re divorced!”
	— 	“You wanted to hurt me. You too. But why? Revenge? Envy?”
	— 	“No. That’s not true. I respected every second of your marriage—which is more than you can say. Fernando’s free now. I don’t owe you any explanation.”


I listened in disbelief as Patricia twisted everything around her. She was some kind of sick manipulator. Those words still echo in my head today—that boundless hatred, feeding on other people’s pain. They still cut too deep in my memory. Patricia couldn’t contain herself any longer. She took a couple of steps toward me, eyes like blades, her voice cracking with rage.

	— 	“You’re a son of a bitch, Fernando!” she spat, her voice so thick with hatred that even Mónica stepped back. “Here? With her? After you threw me away like garbage!”


Her hands were trembling, though she clenched them into fists to hide it. Her breath came in ragged gasps. Every word cost her more air than she had in her lungs.

	— 	“Do you know what you’ve done to me?” she continued, her voice rising to a near-shout. “You left me out on the fucking street, you bastard! With nothing but the clothes on my back, like our years together meant nothing. Nothing!”


I didn’t respond. Patricia, seeing my silence, flared up even more:

	— 	“And now it all makes sense…” She jabbed an accusing finger at me, her arm stiff as a rod. “You already had Mónica! Of course, that’s why you kicked me to the curb without a second thought. You bastard!”


Mónica tried to step in, to inject some sanity into the scene, but Patricia waved her off without even touching her. Her eyes were locked on me.

	— 	“I should have seen it coming!” she shouted, her voice cracking more with every word. “Always so proper, so dignified… and you were just like everyone else!”


Rage and humiliation overwhelmed her. And as I stood there watching her come unhinged, I understood that the worst thing about Patricia wasn’t what she had done, but what she was capable of inventing to prop up her own lies. Keeping my composure, trying to appear calm, I responded.

	— 	“Patricia. It’s taking everything I have to stay calm with you. Leave us alone. I want nothing to do with you. And rest assured, you’re not getting a single cent of my money. If you’ve hired a lawyer, you know you’re not entitled to anything. And nothing means nothing—not five cents, not ten, not twenty… I don’t give a shit if you don’t have a euro to your name, understand? It’s not my problem, and I don’t care if you have to beg for help or turn tricks. Maybe you should get a job and earn your own money instead of begging for mine, but I couldn’t care less what you do with your life. You mean nothing to me.” I spat out every syllable.


Patricia wasn’t going to back down. I knew that, and her feline gaze confirmed it.

		“So the little snake in the grass who claimed to be my best friend is screwing my ex. That’s wonderful. And… has he told you about his girlfriend in Galicia? Or maybe he forgot to mention that?”


The room went ice cold. Mónica blinked several times, trying to figure out if she’d heard wrong, then stared at me, searching my eyes for some sign—a confirmation or a denial. But I couldn’t speak. A dry knot in my throat choked off any words.

Patricia licked her lower lip, savoring the tension like a cat playing with its prey before the final strike. Sensing blood in the water, she shifted gears abruptly. The raw fury that had made her tremble seconds before transformed into icy, venomous sarcasm. She straightened her back, fixed her hair with a deliberate gesture, and with a twisted half-smile, turned her head toward Mónica.

		“What’s wrong, Fernando?” she said, her voice dripping with feigned sweetness. “You didn’t tell her? You forgot? What an oversight! Right?”


Mónica frowned, still incredulous, and looked at me again. I barely shook my head, a silent denial, but the void between us had already opened.

Patricia took a step forward, enjoying the effect, and dropped the bomb with calculated cruelty:

		“He doesn’t just have someone…” She looked directly at Mónica, trying to inflict maximum damage with her venom. “I met her! Yes, yes, we ran into each other in Mugardos. Very pretty, though a bit too country for my taste… But of course… Fernando doesn’t care about that as long as the girl keeps his bed warm. And from what I’ve heard, she must be very good at it.”


Mónica brought a hand to her mouth, not knowing whether to laugh nervously or explode. Her eyes went wide, locking onto me, demanding an immediate explanation.

I stepped forward instinctively, trying to speak, but Patricia cut me off.

“Ah, of course!” she continued theatrically, raising her voice to drown out any attempt I made to speak. “Now you’ll play the dignified one, say it wasn’t anything serious, that it was a mistake, that you were confused. Always the same!” she spat, punctuating her sarcasm with a bitter laugh. “But the truth is you go through life collecting broken hearts.”

Mónica pressed her lips together, and though she said nothing, the wet gleam in her eyes said it all: she was hurt. Patricia, seeing the effect, smiled with satisfaction.

“See?” she added with a triumphant, almost perverse air. “In the end, you’re not so different from me either.”

The silence that followed weighed more than any words.

Patricia gave one last twist to her performance. She took a deep breath, recovering that air of false dignity so typical of her, and with a twisted smile dripping with venom, murmured:

		“Well… I’d better leave you two alone. I can see there’s a lot to talk about here,” she said, drawing out each word with ironic relish, enjoying stirring the pot.


She turned toward the door with a firm step, her heels clicking like a metronome of tension. Mónica and I stood frozen, petrified, watching her walk away. And just as her hand reached the doorknob, Patricia suddenly turned back toward us. She still had bile left to spit.

Her gaze hardened to steel. Her eyes shone with a mixture of hatred and barely contained menace.



“Ah…” she said in a low voice, dragging out the syllable like a sinister caress, “I almost forgot.”

She paused, savoring the moment, enjoying having us pinned in that poisoned suspense, and then said, cold as ice:

		“You’ve just made the worst enemy you could have. I’m not one to leave loose ends. And you’ve just become my favorite loose end.”


She slammed the door shut, the sharp crack echoing throughout the house—not just wood and metal, but a promise of war.

At this point in my life, I'm completely convinced that we create our own misfortunes, our good luck, and even our coincidences. You're always hoping for something better or bracing for something worse, and most of the time, without even realizing it, you end up attracting whatever hurts you most. And if you surround yourself with people as toxic as Patricia, trouble is guaranteed.

The echo was still reverberating off the walls when Mónica and I found ourselves face to face, trapped in a silence that weighed more than any shout. For a few seconds, we just looked at each other, neither of us knowing how to begin.

		“It's not what it looks like...” I still wonder how I could blurt out something so clichéd, but I have to admit it was the first thing that came to mind.


She looked down at the floor, at her bare feet.

		“Yeah...”
		“Don't you have anything else to say?”
		“I don't know.”
		“Fine. Then I'd better tell you everything. I don't want lies in my life. What Patricia said is partly true... But there's no one in my life right now...”
		“You don't owe me any explanation. You're free to be with whoever you want,” she cut me off coldly.
		“You don't want to talk?” I asked, caught between hurt and anger.
		“I'm not sure I want to, Fernando.”
		“Don't let her do this to us.”


Mónica looked at me with reddened eyes, breathing fast.

		“And what do you want me to think, Fernando?” she shot back. “Is what she said true? Is there another woman?”
		“No,” I answered without hesitation. “There's no one. The thing with Anabel was real. But it ended a few days ago.”
		“A few days ago?” she repeated with bitter irony. “Do you have any idea what it's like to hear that?”
		“Mónica, no!” I jumped in, my voice harder than I intended. “She has nothing to do with this. We barely had anything more than a couple of dinners...”
		“And how am I supposed to separate that, huh?” she said with a sharp gesture, as if trying to push something invisible away from between us. “Patricia threw it in my face.”


I stepped closer, holding back my rage.



“Because that's all she knows how to do: poison everything. You know her. If you believe her, she wins.”

Mónica clenched her fists, trembling.


“What I don't know is whether I know you, Fernando.”



That line cut right through me—dry, final. I felt like she'd knocked the wind out of me.

	— 	“Get to know me now,” I replied, my voice low, holding her gaze. “Not through what Patricia says or what she insinuates. Me.”


A cutting silence fell between us. The living room clock ticked off the seconds, heavy and slow.

	— 	“All right. I’m going to tell you everything,” I said, jaw clenched. “I met Anabel in Mugardos. She had a car accident—literally. I took her into town, bought her a drink. Then dinner… And yes, one thing led to another.”


Mónica said nothing, but her eyes drilled into me.

	— 	“It wasn’t just sex,” I continued. “I liked her. She was pretty, sweet—there was something about her that made me feel like I could start over. And I… I needed that. I believed I could.”
	— 	“And you did,” she interrupted, her voice cutting, “while you were still torn apart over Patricia?”
	— 	“Yes,” I admitted, dropping my gaze for a moment. “Yes. And that was my mistake—I dragged all my baggage into it. I thought what I had with Anabel was a lifeline, but in the end, I was just using her to fill the void my marriage left behind.”


Mónica swallowed hard. The words hung heavy between us.

	— 	“And her?” she asked. “Where does she fit in, then?”
	— 	“Nowhere. Not anymore,” I said, meeting her eyes with all the firmness I could muster. “It’s over. And not because you showed up, but because I realized I wasn’t being honest—not with her, not with myself.”


Mónica covered her face with her hands, staying like that for a moment, breathing deeply. Then she lowered them slowly and looked at me with wet eyes, caught somewhere between anger and tenderness.

	— 	“And you expect me to believe you now?” she whispered.
	— 	“Yes,” I answered without hesitation. “Because this is the truth. And because I’m not hiding anything from you.”


Mónica got up from the couch, took a few steps across the room, and stood with her back to me. Her shoulders rose and fell with each ragged breath.

— 

“I don’t know…” she said at last, her voice breaking. “I don’t know what to think now.”

She turned slowly, her eyes brimming with unshed tears.

	— 	“Fernando, I need time. I can’t process all this in one night. First you confess what you feel for me, then Patricia shows up like a hurricane, and now this thing with Anabel… it’s too much.”


I felt like I’d been punched in the gut. Her words knocked the wind out of me. I stood up, tried to move closer, but she stepped back, raising her hand.

	— 	“No, please. Let me breathe. If you touch me now, I know I’ll give in… and I don’t know if that would be fair—to you or to me.”


Silence settled over the room. All I could hear was my own heartbeat and the distant sound of a car passing on the street.

		“All right,” I finally said, my voice barely above a whisper. “I'll give you that time. But I want you to know something: I'm done hiding. I'm here, and I'm not running away.”


She closed her eyes, as if committing those words to memory, then nodded slowly.


“Go, Fernando. Please. Go and give me a few days to clear my head.”



I stood still for a few seconds, fighting my own impulses, then finally picked up my jacket, never taking my eyes off her. Before opening the door, I added:


“Take all the time you need. I've already made my decision.”



The door closed behind me with a dull click that reverberated in my chest.
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I don’t think dwelling on the details of my return to Mugardos adds anything relevant to this story. The only thing that matters is what I felt when I set foot there: the bottled-up rage, Patricia’s poison still coursing through my veins, and the bitter certainty that my peace was once again under threat.

The port streets greeted me with that mix of brine and dampness that always seeps into your bones. Everything seemed the same: the old facades, the bars with their familiar hum of regulars, the nets drying by the docks. And yet, I saw it all differently.

I walked quickly toward the supermarket to pick up a few essentials, keeping my eyes down, avoiding any eye contact that might drag me into conversations I didn’t want to have. The echo of Patricia’s words pursued me: “I’m not one to leave loose ends.” That threat rumbled in my head like a bad omen. And I, cursing under my breath, felt her shadow staining even the clean air of Mugardos.

Once I finished shopping, I drove almost blindly, my hands gripping the steering wheel as if it were the only thing keeping me upright. Madrid was behind me now, and with each kilometer I had cursed Patricia’s name over and over.

The narrow road stretched endlessly into the darkness, while the lights of other cars came and went like silent specters. I kept replaying every word, every gesture of hers, that smile dripping with hatred when she said she didn’t leave loose ends.

“You’re a shadow,” I muttered through clenched teeth. “A disease that just won’t go away.”

Exhaustion hit me, but the rage was stronger. Patricia had followed me even there, into the intimate space Mónica and I shared, and had left her mark. Mónica was asking me for time, yes, but she wasn’t to blame. The one to blame was that woman who seemed to enjoy destroying what she couldn’t have.

Fog began creeping onto the road, and I couldn’t help thinking it was Patricia too, disguised as mist, determined to cloud my path.

“You’re not going to break me,” I said quietly, almost like an oath. “Not again.”

When I finally saw the house, I felt a mix of relief and defeat. I had returned to my refuge, yes, but with the certainty that this woman was still pulling the strings of my life, and that every step forward could become a trap.

I walked inside with my soul in tatters, knowing that Patricia was more present than ever in my life.

From that moment on, I began to spend most of my time lying in bed. I breathed in the smell of dampness seeping through the cracks in the windows. I closed my eyes and listened to the rhythms of my own body, the myriad pathways of my blood, the sweat beading on my skin, the steady contraction and relaxation of my lungs, the soft electric hum of my brain growing ever more filled with hatred toward Patricia. I felt my hatred for her overflow and, at the same time, I pitied her. I understood she was terrified by her financial troubles. I thought: “She’s a victim of herself. She’s a demon. She creates problems wherever she goes.”

I remembered her defiant gaze. She had an absurd, childish faith in herself. Instead of begging Mónica for help, she demanded it. Little by little, I began to realize that things were going to get uncomfortable for me. She wouldn’t let up. Patricia was like that—an ominous presence at every key moment of my life.

I couldn’t help feeling sorry for poor Mónica. Why did this have to happen to her? Just when she’d managed to open her heart, to feel for the first time like the protagonist of a story in which she’d always been the “guest artist,” Patricia appeared with her poison to make her doubt everything. Waves of hatred washed over me.

I felt a powerful urge to return to Madrid and throw myself into her arms. I wanted to hold her... to drive away the cruelty Patricia had brought... I wanted us to hold each other and forget my guilt over Anabel, and for her to forget the shadow that tormented her life. I needed to tell her I loved her, that everything else was secondary, and I needed her to believe me without a shadow of doubt.

Patricia was a monster. She hated in a cold, calculating way—by far the worst form of hatred. But we had to be smarter. We wouldn’t let her get away with it. The key was not to run from this but to confront it, look at the facts, and find a way to convince Mónica that my heart belonged only to her.

I’d been in Galicia for a couple of days when I decided to call Mónica. I didn’t want to pressure her, but I also didn’t want it to seem like I’d vanished without a fight. The call turned out to be useless, though. I’d spent a while mulling over what to say, but when she answered, I could hear the reluctance in her voice. She told me, affectionate but uneasy, that she needed a little more time. She hadn’t seen Patricia again since last time. She asked me several times to forget about the whole thing. Time would fix everything. She said goodbye, told me she loved me. Asked me to give her space to think.

That last goodbye didn’t help me fall asleep, so I grabbed the keys and went out to drive around the nearby towns until one or two in the morning. I drove slowly, and almost without realizing it, I found myself in Ferrol. The black sky, marked only by the tall, elegant cranes of the shipyards, pressed down on the low buildings and the sickly light of the streetlamps. The closed awnings of the shops, the eerie stillness—it all overwhelmed me.

I got out of the car and walked through the streets, full of rage. Not a soul in sight. Empty cars everywhere, closed shops, a drunk huddled in a corner. Next to recently restored buildings stood crumbling structures—a city slowly dying.

I wandered for a long time through streets of pitch-black stone, with the senseless certainty—those unfounded certainties we call premonitions, which are nothing but the projection of our desires—that everything would return to normal and that this was simply a rough patch.

I came up empty. I got back to the village around two, exhausted from all that spite and hatred. I parked on the promenade, and as I walked up toward the little plaza, I spotted Juan Carlos's silhouette making his way to the port. He was carrying a white styrofoam box, probably for hauling fish.

I had the urge to call out to him. I couldn't take the solitude anymore. I needed to talk to someone—even if it meant fighting or shouting. I quickened my pace to catch up, but he'd already disappeared through the gate. Even if I'd broken into a run, I wouldn't have reached him before he got to his car. I decided to head home and stop complicating my life. But just as I was about to leave, I noticed something on the ground at the foot of a lamppost with two dim bulbs.

I bent down. It was a man's wallet, worn leather. I opened it and saw Juan Carlos's face on the ID card, but much younger. I hesitated—should I use the wallet as an excuse to knock on his door? I slipped it into my raincoat pocket, got in the car, and started the engine.

It's strange how chance shapes our lives. That wallet would bring a radical change to mine, though at that moment I had no idea.

I drove to Juan Carlos's house, not really knowing what I'd say to him. When I knocked, I could feel someone watching me through the peephole for a good while—I figured he was deciding whether to answer. Growing impatient, I rang the bell again.

Juan Carlos opened the door. His hair was a mess. His clothes were rumpled and his pants unbuttoned. He tugged at his dark shirt with both hands, trying to hide his belly. Looking at him, I found it hard to believe Anabel could fall for someone like that, though I preferred not to dwell on it. I had enough problems of my own without worrying about other people's.

The greeting was perfunctory, without enthusiasm. The surprise at finding me there was obvious in his eyes. I showed him the wallet, and he immediately reached for his back pocket. He looked at it and sighed with relief.

— “Want a coffee?” he asked.



I accepted right away but told him I could use something stronger. In the kitchen, he grabbed some glasses and filled them with ice. Then in the living room, he topped them off with an excellent gin.

We sat in armchairs facing the unlit fireplace. He had a large, cozy house—much more so than you'd expect.

	— 	“Thanks for the wallet,” he said, taking a couple of sips from his glass. “And thanks for keeping your word. You've stepped aside and let things breathe with Anabel.”


I looked at him cautiously. His tone was less hostile, but I knew Juan Carlos too well to trust him completely.

	— 	“I've never tried to get between anyone,” I responded calmly. “I like Anabel, but she carries too much baggage. I gave you my word, and I'm keeping it. I'm not going to be an obstacle between you two.”


He nodded, almost satisfied, though he soon fixed me with an inquisitive look.

— 
“So what's going on? You don't care about her anymore? Just like that?”



I stayed silent for a few seconds. I didn't want this to sound like surrender or defeat. It had to be the naked truth, simple and clear.

— 

“I'm in love with another woman,” I finally said, the weight of it echoing in my own words.

Juan Carlos raised an eyebrow, surprised. He ran his tongue over his lips, as if savoring what he'd just heard.

	— 	“Another woman?” he repeated, with a hint of disbelief. “Damn… does Anabel know?”
	— 	“No. And I don't think she should,” I answered. “She deserves someone who loves her without reservations, someone who isn't stuck halfway. That someone isn't me.”


A tense silence fell. Juan Carlos seemed to be processing what I'd just told him. For the first time, I didn't see the usual hostility in his eyes, but something close to understanding… or maybe relief.

	— 	“You know,” he murmured, lowering his voice, “I thought we'd end up throwing punches over her. But if what you're saying is true… if you're really with someone else… then maybe… maybe we're not so different.”
	— 	“Don't confuse things, Juan Carlos,” I interrupted, looking at him coldly. “I'm not competing with you. I never was. Whatever you have with Anabel is your business, not mine.”


He gave a crooked half-smile and nodded slowly.

	— 	“Okay…” he said, shrugging. “I guess I’ve got nothing to hold against you then. In the end, you’ve shown more honor than I gave you credit for.”


I didn’t respond. There was a hint of respect in his words, though coated with his usual cockiness. I just stared at him, aware that this strange tacit agreement didn’t erase everything that had come before, but at least it marked a turning point in our war.

Juan Carlos looked at me in silence for a moment, as if something was burning in his throat and he was searching for the courage to spit it out. Finally, he took a deep breath, lowered his gaze, and said in a voice deeper than usual:

— 

“I’m going to do something for you, Fernando. Something maybe you don’t deserve, or maybe you do. But I think I owe you this…”

I watched him, not understanding. The way his eyes shifted, evasive, was that of a man not used to admitting mistakes.

	— 	“When Patricia arrived in town,” he continued, rubbing the back of his neck, “I was dazzled. She had this way of walking into a place and taking over without asking permission. She was a whirlwind, yeah… and I’ve always been attracted to people who seem to have no off switch.”


I felt a chill run down my spine. What he was saying didn’t entirely surprise me, but hearing it out loud stirred something dark inside me.

	— 	“The thing is,” he continued, “when I found out she was your ex-wife, something changed in me. It was like I suddenly had a chance to settle the score with you. Don’t ask me why. Maybe jealousy over Anabel, maybe that way you always seemed to be above it all… The fact is, I teamed up with her. With Patricia.”


He stopped and looked at me hard, waiting, perhaps, for me to spit in his face. I stayed silent, because what I was hearing was beyond any easy response.

	— 	“You know what’s fucked up?” he added with a bitter edge. “It wasn’t about Patricia. I didn’t want anything serious with her. I don’t think she’s the type to sleep with a guy like me. I just wanted to screw you over. To see you stumble, to see that you weren’t as strong as you seemed.”
	— 	“Oh, you’re wrong about that. She sleeps with more people than you’d think. It’s all about what’s in it for her.”


The words hit me hard. I had suspected there was something more than simple rivalry behind his attacks, but hearing it laid bare, without excuses, froze me.

— 

“It was your way of getting revenge for my thing with Anabel…” I said quietly, almost to myself.

Juan Carlos nodded slowly.

	— 	“Yeah, Anabel. From the first moment I saw you, I knew you liked her. And when I found out about your history with Patricia, I thought: ‘This bastard can’t have it all. The most beautiful woman in town, everyone’s respect, and on top of that a fresh start.’ That’s when I decided that if Patricia asked me to lend her a hand, I would. Because somehow…” he paused, hesitated for a moment, “because somehow I believed that way I’d be taking something from you.”


I stared at him with my heart racing, trying to digest the poisonous mixture of jealousy, hatred, and resentment he was confessing.

	— 	“You wanted to hurt me through her,” I murmured through clenched teeth.
	— 	“Yes,” he responded bluntly. “And I tried. With Anabel first, trying to win back her trust, feeding her doubts about you. With Patricia afterward, egging her on with her schemes, because I knew that hurt you.”


A heavy silence fell between us. I looked at him with barely contained rage, but also with a strange relief: finally, the pieces were starting to fall into place.

		“But there’s something else you need to know,” he said, lowering his voice as if he feared the very walls of the town might overhear us. “Patricia wasn’t just playing the victim or wielding that venomous tongue of hers. She went further. Much further.”


A dark premonition turned my blood to ice.


“What do you mean?” I asked cautiously.



He took a deep breath, hesitated, then finally made up his mind.

		“One night, during one of those conversations that started out being about you, she just came out with it. With a coldness that…” He stopped, closed his eyes. “She asked me if I knew anyone who could settle the score with you. Just like that, no beating around the bush. Whether I could put her in touch with someone willing to hurt you for money.”


I felt the world stop for a second. Rage and fear churned together like two different poisons in my stomach.

		“What…?” My voice was barely a whisper.
		“Yes, Fernando. And these weren’t idle words. She’d thought it through. Patricia talked as if it were the most natural thing in the world to hire someone to teach you a lesson. And I remember exactly what she said afterward.” His tone hardened, imitating her with chilling precision. “‘I’m not one to leave loose ends.’”


I stared at him, unable to speak. The echo of that phrase stabbed into my memory like a knife.

		“Threads, not ends,” I finally said, with a tremor in my voice I couldn’t hide. “She never says ‘ends.’ She uses a different word.”


He raised an eyebrow, surprised.

		“Another word?”
		“Threads,” I said, a lump in my throat. “She always says threads. That she doesn’t leave loose threads.”


Juan Carlos nodded slowly, as if that detail confirmed something he’d have preferred never hearing.

		“Could be. I think she did use that expression,” he admitted in a whisper. “‘I’m not one to leave loose threads.’ And believe me, there was nothing playful in her eyes. Just… hatred. A cold, methodical hatred.”


The silence that followed was unbearable. I could hear Juan Carlos’s heavy breathing across from me, and my own coming in ragged gasps.

		“Do you realize what that means?” he added with a hint of discomfort, almost regretting having brought it up. “We’re not talking about jealousy, or emotional blackmail, or bedroom scandals. We’re talking about someone capable of crossing a line there’s no coming back from.”


Juan Carlos rubbed the back of his neck; the confession he’d just made seemed to weigh on him. He leaned toward me, and his voice dropped even lower.

		“You know what scared me the most about all of it?” he said, his pale eyes fixed on mine. “That she didn’t say it like some fantasy, or like an improvised threat. She seemed… sure. Cold. It struck me that this wasn’t the first time the thought had crossed her mind—or worse, I got the feeling she might have actually done it before.”


A chill ran down my spine.

	— 	“You mean that…?” I couldn’t finish the sentence. I didn’t want to say it out loud and give life to that monstrous idea.


He nodded slowly, emphatically.

	— 	“Yes. Patricia was speaking from experience. She’d done similar things before. And believe me, Fernando, it wasn’t the tone of a desperate woman. It was the tone of someone who knows what she wants and how to get it.”


I sat in silence, swallowing hard, a knot tightening in my throat.

	— 	“That’s why I’m telling you,” Juan Carlos added, straightening up with an expression caught somewhere between apology and warning. “Because, setting aside all our shit—the jealousy over Anabel, the macho posturing—the truth is that woman could be dangerous. Much more than you realize.”


I stared at him. It was the first time I hadn’t heard arrogance or rivalry in his words.

— 

“Did you give her any names?” I asked bluntly, my voice coming out drier than I intended.

Juan Carlos looked at me for a moment, weighing whether to lie. He ran his hand over the back of his neck, feigning nonchalance, and delivered his answer with controlled coldness:

— “No, I didn’t tell her anything.”



I wanted to pounce on him with questions, to tear the truth out of him all at once, but something in his posture stopped me. He wasn’t speaking with the ease of someone making things up—there was sharp sincerity beneath his words. But in his eyes I also saw something else: a shadow of something he’d been carrying for a while, a familiarity with the dark corners where dirty hands do their work.

	— 	“Are you sure?” I pressed. “Because what you’ve told me today sounds like planning, not an explosion of rage.”


Juan Carlos swallowed. He looked toward the empty road, lit by streetlights swaying in the wind, as if searching for a way to frame what he was about to say. Then he shook his head, but his denial was loaded with nuance.

	— 	“I didn’t give her names,” he repeated. “But I’m telling you the truth, Fernando: I know people who could do it. Here, around the fish market, in the bars, there are guys who trade favors for blood. They’re not the talkative type—they’re guys who get paid not to ask questions.”


My stomach lurched. The idea struck me as both repugnant and terrifyingly real: the possibility that someone could pull strings that dark for money or spite.

— 
“And you?” I pressed. “Would you have gone to them?”



His laugh was short, almost humorless. “Never,” he answered quickly. “I would never do that. That’s not who I am, Fernando. If I came across as callous or cynical, I’d be a bastard. But that doesn’t make me some barroom assassin.”

His words sounded like both defense and reproach. On his face, the expression of a tough guy trying to seem honorable couldn’t quite mask his shame. He met my eyes.

	— 	“What I’m trying to tell you,” he continued, “is that Patricia talked about loose ends and not leaving anything unfinished. And the way she said it… she had the certainty of someone who’s already seen others pull those strings. That’s what worried me. Not that she was asking for names, but how naturally she proposed it.”


I stood up and leaned against the wall, feeling the dampness of the stone through my shirt. Every word from Juan Carlos was another knife to the heart. There was something even more disturbing: the tacit admission that Patricia was looking for solutions that never made the papers.

	— 	“So you know that world,” I murmured. “You know how these things work.”
	— 	“Yes,” he said, with a hint of guilt. “I know it. But look, knowing isn’t the same as endorsing. And it would never cross my mind to get involved in something like that to hurt you. I sided with Patricia because I enjoyed the game, not because I wanted you dead. I wanted to mess with you, humiliate you if I had to… but that’s a far cry from sending someone to cross a line.”


His confession left a metallic taste in my mouth. The line between emotional harm and physical harm now stood out in dangerous relief. The fact that Juan Carlos had been playing some petty game of one-upmanship while assuring me he’d never cross into violence gave me no comfort.

— 

“Do you think Patricia has crossed that line before?” I asked, not expecting any reassurance.

Juan Carlos paused, mentally sifting through his memories for some clue. Finally, he murmured:

	— 	“I don’t know for certain. But I’ll tell you this: the way she talked about ‘not leaving loose ends’—that wasn’t someone speaking out of anger. That was someone calmly recalling that it’s been done before. And that… that gives me the creeps.”
	— 	“Watch your step,” Juan Carlos added, his voice dropping. “And if you see anything off, come find me. Not because you trust me completely, but because… because I owe you that much.”


When I stepped outside, the wind and rain buffeted me mercilessly. I felt abandoned, as if I’d been left somewhere and could no longer find my way back to myself—restless, my movements too quick and poorly coordinated, like someone frantically searching everywhere with no time to spare.

The phone rang twice before Mónica answered. Her voice sounded muted, as if she already sensed this wasn’t a casual call.

— 
“Fernando… what’s wrong? Do you know what time it is?”



I took a deep breath. I didn’t want to sound alarmist, but my conversation with Juan Carlos kept hammering away at me.

	— 	“Someone just told me something I can’t keep to myself. Since you never let me explain what happened with Anabel—she had a partner. A local tough guy, the kind of man you want to keep as far away as possible. Patricia asked him if he knew people who could… hurt me. Said she wasn’t one to leave loose ends. Does that ring a bell?”


On the other end, there was a long, dry silence—almost heavy. I could picture Mónica holding her breath, staring into space.

— 
“Mónica, are you there?” I asked, worried.



Then I heard a short sigh, almost a gasp. When she spoke again, her voice was lower, deeper.

	— 	“Wait a moment, Fernando. I have to… I need to find something.”
	— 	“What’s wrong? What are you looking for?”


But she didn’t respond. All I heard was a dull thud—the phone being set down on a table—and quick footsteps moving away. A couple of seconds later, the line went silent, and then the call cut out.

I stared at the phone, incredulous. That abruptness, that barely contained panic… it wasn’t a spontaneous reaction. She knew something more. Something she hadn’t told me.

The car still smelled of dampness from the port, but a cold certainty filled my mind: what Patricia had said wasn’t just a threat. There was a missing piece on the board, and Mónica was holding it in her hands.

The phone vibrated on the dashboard, making me jump. It was a WhatsApp from Mónica. I opened it hastily, expecting an immediate explanation, but what I found made my blood run cold: a blurry photograph of a newspaper clipping circled in red marker. The headline took up a single column:

El Mundo Newspaper:

Local News.

“Two men hospitalized following brutal assault in Colmenar Viejo.”

The Civil Guard is investigating a possible revenge attack after two men, ages 35 and 37, were found severely injured inside a roadside hotel room.

According to sources close to the investigation, the victims, identified only by the initials D.J.D. and A.F.G., sustained multiple fractures and contusions consistent with a prolonged assault. They were discovered by hotel cleaning staff, who called emergency services around 8:30 a.m. Both remain hospitalized at La Paz Hospital in serious condition.

The Civil Guard is working on the theory of a revenge attack linked to criminal activity, as both victims have prior assault convictions.

The same sources indicate that while no leads are being ruled out, the theory of Eastern European hitmen is gaining ground. Witnesses in the area claim to have seen a van with foreign plates near the scene the night before.

The Judicial Police of Colmenar Viejo have taken over the case.

I kept reading those initials over and over. D. J. D. Diego. The same Diego who had lurked around my life like a shameless shadow since that first party at the house, the same one who had shared a bed with Patricia at conferences and roadside hotels.

My heart was beating strangely, caught somewhere between fear and suspicion. A line from Mónica appeared below the photo:

		“Fernando, I don’t know if this is related, but Patricia left it at my house a few months ago. Honestly, I didn’t think much of it at the time, but now…


I swallowed hard. A buzzing pressure filled my temples. I opened the newspaper image again, zooming in on the grainy photo.

I couldn’t stop thinking about Juan Carlos’s words: “She seemed very sure, as if she’d done it before.” What if that article was the proof?

The proof that Patricia hadn’t just played with me, hadn’t just destroyed me with her infidelities. Maybe she had crossed a much darker line. I took a deep breath, trying to organize my thoughts, but the words came out before I could stop them:


“We need to try to contact that Diego.”



The silence that followed was so thick I could almost touch it. On the other end of the line, Mónica seemed to be processing the same thing I was, as if we’d just opened a door to a basement no one wanted to look inside.

		“Fernando…” Her voice sounded flat, incredulous. “That’s impossible.”
		“Why?”
		“Because it’ll be like looking for a needle in a haystack.” She paused for a long time, and I could imagine her pacing nervously through her living room, her other hand pressed to her forehead. “I know he was a pharmaceutical rep, I have no doubt about that. Patricia told me at the time, like someone showing off another trophy in her collection. But other than that… nothing. Not a phone number, not an address, not even his full name. Just his first name, nothing more.”
		“There has to be something, Mónica. Try to remember. It could be important.”


She sighed, defeated, struggling against a memory she didn’t want to bring into the present.

“It’s just that…” She hesitated. “Wait.”



Her breathing quickened.

		“Patricia…” she said suddenly. “There was one night, at her house. She came back from a conference. In Cádiz. Do you remember? She started telling me what had happened there. You know she told me everything. She threw herself on the couch, pulled out her phone and showed me the screen. I remember she said: ‘Tall, devilishly handsome, with eyes that could stop your heart.’ And… yes. It was LinkedIn. I’m almost sure.”


I froze.

		LinkedIn?
		“Yes,” she answered quickly, almost stumbling over her words. “It seemed so ridiculous that the first thing I said to her was: 'You use LinkedIn to hook up?' She laughed in my face, like I was some naive little girl. But I remember it, Fernando. It was there, his profile. A serious photo, wearing a tie, projecting the image of a respectable executive. I remember because the contrast between that appearance and what Patricia was telling me about him really struck me.”


A silence settled between us, longer than I would have liked. I was trying to process that information, the twisted contrast between the professionalism of a professional networking site and the lurid stories Patricia had fabricated around Diego.

		“Mónica…” My voice was a whisper. “Could you find him again? Patricia has blocked me on all her social media. I can't get in to look.”


She didn't respond right away. I could sense her mind working, digging through memories and possibilities.

		“Give me a few minutes,” she finally said, her tone determined but trembling. “I have to search, try… maybe he's still there. Wait for me.”


And without giving me time to answer, the line went silent.

The phone vibrated in my hand. It was Mónica again.



“Fernando…” she said, her voice strange, a mixture of triumph and unease. “I found him.”

I straightened up in my seat, as if my body had reacted before my mind.

		“Are you sure?”
		“Yes. I went into Patricia's profile. It's still active… trying to give the impression she's still working at Lilly, you know?” she said, her voice dripping with irony. “Photos from conferences, company dinners, those motivational phrases that sound like a joke when you know who's writing them. And there, in the contacts section… Diego J. Delgado. Medical sales rep. Works at Novartis. Lives in Madrid.”


I felt a chill. The name, complete at last, had an almost physical weight.


“What else does it say?” I asked, my voice tense.



Mónica typed something on the other end.

		“He has a polished profile. Says he works for Novartis. Also says he's a 'specialist in client management and business development.' You know, words that mean nothing. But what really caught my attention is his photo.” She paused, as if unsure whether to describe it. “He has that practiced smile, the confident look, the kind of person who seems charming in a meeting… and then, outside of it, could be anything.”


I swallowed hard. I could almost see him, even though I'd never met him in person.

		“Any sign of recent activity?” I asked, my pulse racing.
		“No, nothing at all.”
		“And is Patricia still connected with him?”
		“I don't know, but…” she hesitated again, “but what's clear is that he's still in her contacts.”
	— 	“We need to contact him,” I said bluntly, urgency gnawing at me. “Maybe he can tell us something about the assault. If Diego knows who beat him up, if he feels any shame or remorse… we could link Patricia to those hitmen. We need a lead, Mónica. Anything that gives us something to take to the police.”


On the other end, for a moment, only the echo of her breathing reached me. Then, with that mix of practicality and weariness that was so typical of her, she replied:

— “Fernando… it’s three in the morning.”



Her words hit me like a splash of cold water. I looked at the streetlights, the blackness of the night, the gray line of the sea in the distance.

	— 	“I know,” I replied. “But we can’t wait. If Diego remembers names, dates, places… what he says now could change everything.”


I heard her set the phone down on the table with a deliberate gentleness meant to sound firm. On the other end, I could sense her getting up; the faint sound of footsteps crossing her house.

	— 	“Okay,” she murmured at last. “Give me five minutes.”
	— 	“Five minutes,” I repeated, as if saying it aloud would make it true.


While she dug through her computer, I leaned against the steering wheel. The digital clock read three-oh-six. Outside, a dog barked in the distance and a truck rumbled slowly down the highway. At Juan Carlos’s house, all the lights were off. My pulse pounded in my temples. I thought about Diego: his LinkedIn photo with a tie, the salesman’s smile, the beating that nearly killed him. I thought about Patricia’s word—loose ends—and how one thread pulled in the right place can unravel a life.

	— 	“I found his company email,” I heard Mónica say, her voice faint but steady. “It’s not personal, it’s corporate. diego.j.delgado@novartis.com It’s not much, but it’s something. He also has an office number, but at this hour…”
	— 	“Call.” I couldn’t tell if I was asking or ordering.


A brief silence, then the soft click of typing. I could picture her in front of the screen, the blue glow reflected in her eyes.

	— 	“Fernando, damn it. It’s three in the morning.”
	— 	“Then send him an email,” I replied. “Something neutral. If he responds, we pull the thread. If not, we call the switchboard tomorrow and see what happens…”


She hesitated another second. I could hear the tremor in her voice—that mix of fear and resolve.

— 
“I don’t like this,” she whispered. “But I’ll do it. Take it easy.”



As she typed, she read aloud what appeared on the screen: “Hello, Diego. I’m Mónica R., a family doctor at the Mugardos Health Center. I need to ask you a quick question about one of your products. Can you call me first thing tomorrow?”…

— 

“Use my phone number,” I told her. “If he calls me, I’ll explain the situation. I hope he’s receptive.”


“Loose ends...”
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Diego agreed to talk, but with one condition: face to face. No phones, no emails. He said he’d already made enough mistakes trusting people he shouldn’t have, and that all of it had destroyed his life. His voice, hoarse and tired, made it clear this wasn’t a bluff. There was fear behind it, and also a bitter resentment that seemed to be the only thing keeping him standing.

When I hung up, I video-called Mónica—she was watching my every move. I told her what he’d said, and she didn’t hesitate:

“You have to come. If he’s willing to risk telling you everything, we can’t let this pass.”

I didn’t think twice. I checked a few airline websites and booked the first flight to Madrid the next morning. I barely slept.

When I landed, there she was, waiting for me at the terminal. Mónica, in a long coat and scarf, waved as soon as she saw me. Carrying only a backpack, I walked toward her with that mix of exhaustion and adrenaline that comes before a moment you know will change everything.

When I landed, there she was, waiting for me at the terminal. Mónica, in a long coat and scarf, waved as soon as she saw me. Carrying only a backpack, I walked toward her with that mix of exhaustion and adrenaline that comes before a moment you know will change everything.

The murmur of the airport faded into the background as I approached her. Mónica stood there in her camel coat buttoned up to the neck, that expectant look piercing right through me. She had her hands in her pockets, but when she saw me, she pulled them out and clasped them together nervously.

We stood facing each other, barely three feet apart, surrounded by the constant flow of passengers moving in every direction. For a few seconds, neither of us said anything. Just held breaths, charged silence, electricity between us.

I took a step, she took another, and then there was no doubt. I cupped her face in both hands and kissed her. A long, deep kiss, carrying all the love that had built up over years of silence, stolen glances, and words we’d never dared to speak. I felt her clutch my jacket, trembling, like she never wanted to let go.

When we finally pulled apart, our lips still brushing, our foreheads pressed together, I whispered to her, barely able to breathe:

“I love you, Mónica. I’m saying it without fear this time. What happened the other day—it’s been torture for me.”

She closed her eyes, and a tear rolled down her cheek. I wiped it away with my thumb before it could fall.

“Trust me,” I added firmly, looking into her eyes. “Whatever happens, trust me.”

Mónica nodded, unable to speak, and kissed me again. This time it was softer, more intimate, but just as real.

And then a metallic voice announced a flight departure. The world around us became noise and movement again. But we were already somewhere else, in a reality all our own.

And then a metallic voice announced a flight departure. The world around us became noise and movement again. But we were already somewhere else, in a reality all our own.

And then a metallic voice announced a flight departure. The world around us became noise and movement again. But we were already somewhere else, in a reality all our own.

The car kept moving through the M-30 traffic. Tunnel lights flickered across the windshield like fleeting flashes, and with each one I felt like I was getting closer to a truth I didn’t want to face.

	“What do you think he’ll be like?” Mónica asked suddenly, keeping her eyes on the road.	“Diego...” I said, sinking back into the seat. “I imagine he’ll be a wreck. Tired, limping, with bitterness written all over his face. Maybe even regretting the day he ever brought Patricia into his life.”
	“Diego...” I said, sinking back into the seat. “I imagine he’ll be a wreck. Tired, limping, with bitterness written all over his face. Maybe even regretting the day he ever brought Patricia into his life.”	“Diego...” I said, sinking back into the seat. “I imagine he’ll be a wreck. Tired, limping, with bitterness written all over his face. Maybe even regretting the day he ever brought Patricia into his life.”


Mónica twisted her mouth.

“And resentful. Not just toward Patricia. Maybe toward us too. Toward the whole world.”

“And resentful. Not just toward Patricia. Maybe toward us too. Toward the whole world.”

I shook my head.

	“No. If anyone has to carry the guilt, it’s Patricia. He knows that. And if he agreed to this meeting, it’s because he wants to talk—he has something to say and he wants someone to hear it.”	“No. If anyone has to carry the guilt, it’s Patricia. He knows that. And if he agreed to this meeting, it’s because he wants to talk—he has something to say and he wants someone to hear it.”


She pressed her lips together.

“What if what he tells us is worse than we think?”
“What if what he tells us is worse than we think?”



I stayed quiet for a few seconds. The hum of the engine and the rumble of cars around us seemed to amplify the question. Finally, I answered:

	“Then we’re better off knowing. I’d rather have a painful truth than keep living with half-measures. Besides, in this case, maybe the worst of it will become our best weapon to stop her in her tracks. When it comes to Patricia, anything is possible.”	“Then we’re better off knowing. I’d rather have a painful truth than keep living with half-measures. Besides, in this case, maybe the worst of it will become our best weapon to stop her in her tracks. When it comes to Patricia, anything is possible.”


Mónica slowed down a bit.

	Mónica slowed down a bit.	I picture him pointing the finger straight at Patricia. Telling us how she orchestrated everything. How she used him and then stabbed him in the back.
	— 	“Yes,” I murmured. “Or maybe he’ll keep something to himself. He might be scared.”
	— 	“Scared of what?” she asked.


I turned to look at her, though her eyes stayed fixed on the road.

— 

“Of her, Mónica. What if Patricia threatened him? What if she still is?”

For a moment she said nothing. Then, lowering her voice as if someone could hear us, she whispered:

	— 	“I know her too well… Yes, she’s capable of that. Of threatening him, manipulating him, scaring the hell out of him until he breaks.”


I stared at the windshield, city lights reflected in the full moon.

	— 	“Then we have to be stronger. Today we’re going to hear him out. And if we can prove Patricia was behind that attack… we go to the police.”


Mónica swallowed hard.

— 

“What if he doesn’t have the nerve? What if he denies everything to our faces?”

I gave a humorless half-smile.

	— 	“I don’t think he will. Hatred and revenge can move mountains. Trust me, I speak from experience…”


She turned her head and, for the first time during the whole drive, held my gaze. There was fear in her expression, but also determination.

	— 	“I believe you,” she said. “But promise me something, Fernando. Promise me that whatever happens with Diego, we won’t let Patricia come between us again. Our weakness is her victory.”


I took her hand where it rested on the gear shift.

— “I promise. I love you, Mónica.”



The car kept devouring the city, but the real momentum was in their conversation: they were racing ahead of events, imagining the meeting with Diego, as if simply putting their fears into words could shield them from the inevitable.

Diego opened the door with slow, almost ceremonial movements. The wheelchair slid backward with a metallic screech. His face, marked by deep scars, was like a map of wounds that had never properly healed—not just physical ones, but wounds of the soul.

	— 	“Fernando…” His voice was hoarse, muted. “You don’t know how sorry I am. I know what I did to you. I know the damage I caused.”


I wanted to respond right away, but something in his expression made me hold my tongue. His eyes said more than any apology ever could.

— 

“I’ve already paid a heavy price for my mistakes,” he added, gesturing at the chair that imprisoned him.

Mónica took a deep breath, uncomfortable, and stepped back, needing space to process what she was seeing. I forced myself to move closer.

— 

“What happened? What did she do to you?” I asked, though I feared the answer.

He raised a trembling hand to his forehead, closed his eyes, and spoke slowly, his tone almost mechanical.

	— 	The beating was… indescribable. I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy. They broke my legs, my hip… my pelvis. Left me in pieces. The doctors didn’t know if I’d ever walk again.


I swallowed hard, clenching my fists to hold back my rage.

		“But if what happened to me was bad… What happened to Alonso…”
		“Alonso?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper.




Diego’s lips trembled before he answered.

		“They left him… a vegetable. He’s hooked up to machines. He breathes, yes… but he’s not there anymore. He never will be.”
		“Who is Alonso?”
		“I’d better start from the beginning. I think there’s a lot you don’t know.”


A brutal silence fell over the room. Mónica covered her mouth with her hand, horrified. But I felt an icy fury course through my body, a chill that wasn’t fear, but the certainty that behind that barbarity was a name: Patricia.

Diego shifted in his chair, ashamed even to be telling this. He lit a cigarette with clumsy hands, took a deep drag, and after exhaling the first cloud of smoke, began to speak:

		“I met Patricia at a medical sales rep conference in Cádiz.” He paused, gauging my reactions. “There… well, we slept together. It was…” He searched for the words, but finally spat them out bluntly. “An incredible experience. That woman is insatiable. She didn’t hold back. She held nothing back. And that… that hooked me.”


I felt a knot in my stomach. Rage rose to my throat, but I let him continue.

		“After that, we kept seeing each other from time to time. Every conference, every opportunity… she was always the one who came to me first.”


I stared at him, holding back my fury.

		“You even had the nerve to come together to a party at my house,” I said, my voice breaking, still stunned by my own naivety.


Diego let out a bitter laugh, while Mónica nodded.

		“Yes. And I’ll tell you something…” He raised his eyes to meet mine. “She enjoyed that provocation. Looking you in the eyes and knowing you didn’t suspect a thing. It was her game.”


I shook my head in disbelief, as if I still couldn’t accept how low it all was. A thick silence settled among the three of us.

Diego continued, a hint of shame in his voice as he lowered it:

		“At another conference… in Barcelona… I suggested we have a threesome with a friend. With Adrián. At first she refused. Acted all offended. But later… well… Patricia never really had limits. She agreed, and we set it up.”


He stopped, afraid he'd said too much, dreading the reaction his confession was about to trigger.

	— 	“Fuck…” I shook my head. I felt more deceived and humiliated by the second.
	— 	“What was supposed to be a threesome… ended up being something else.” He rubbed the scar on his jaw, as if remembering made it sting all over again. “I told Alonso about it too… I wanted to brag, show off in front of him. He was a friend—one I had a personal and professional rivalry with. You can imagine, as soon as he heard, he jumped at the chance to join in. I didn't say no. I figured Patricia, once she got going, wouldn't object. She was the type who didn't have regrets about this kind of thing. You know what I mean…”


I felt the air catch in my lungs. Mónica's eyes went wide, her hand flying to her mouth in disbelief.

Diego went on, each word dripping with sordidness:

	— 	“When we got there… we blindfolded Patricia. It was part of the game, or so I thought. But the moment she realized there weren't two of us but three, she flew into a rage. She started cursing us, screaming that this wasn't part of the deal. That if we didn't stop, she'd report us.”


A heavy silence fell. I could hear my own breathing—irregular, broken.

— 

“And what did you do?” I asked, my voice barely there, caught between rage and fear.

Diego shrugged.

	— 	“At first we thought it was an act. She knew how to play with boundaries. Sometimes she enjoyed pushing things to the edge. But that time…” He brought his hands to his face, rubbing it as if trying to erase the memory. “It wasn't fake. That time she looked at us with real hatred. She told us she'd destroy us if what happened there ever got out.”


Mónica, stunned, turned toward me. Her eyes seemed to ask if any of this could be true. I sat frozen in my chair, as if the weight of each word were sinking me deeper into the abyss.

Diego concluded with a ragged sigh:

	— 	“Patricia played with fire… but somehow we were always the ones who ended up getting burned.”


Diego pressed his lips together. Each word seemed like a burden he could barely carry. The air thickened between the three of us.

	— 	“Things got tense,” he continued, his voice a raspy thread. “Adrián…” He tried to say it without hesitating, but lowered his gaze. “Adrián showed a side I'd never seen. He lost it. He threatened her… Hit her too.”


Mónica let out a gasp, a choked sound that filled the silence.

	— 	“I…” Diego took a deep breath, searching for strength. “I tried to stop him, calm him down, but… I got scared. You should've seen him, Fernando. He was out of his mind. There was a violence in his eyes that made your blood run cold. We'd been drinking, taken some things… He got aggressive, and I…”


He ran his hand over the scar on his forehead, an automatic gesture, as if that memory were tattooed on his skin.

	— 	“I left. I admit it. I got out of there like a coward, leaving them alone with her. Alonso and Adrián stayed.” His voice broke. “I didn't see it, I wasn't there, but… I'm pretty sure they raped her.”


The silence that followed was unbearable. A heavy silence, full of images no one wanted to put into words.

I felt a void tearing at my stomach from within. Mónica stared at me in horror, her eyes wide as saucers, glistening with unshed tears. Her face was a mask of pure terror, unable to process what she had just heard.

“My God…” she murmured, barely audible. “Fernando… this… this is terrible.”

I didn’t respond. My mind had gone blank, trapped in a whirlwind of memories, questions, and a pain that tore me apart inside. Patricia’s name echoed in my head like a curse, linked to the shadow of those three men and to a scene I wished had never taken shape in my imagination. Suddenly an image flashed through my mind. Patricia had returned from Barcelona with serious injuries. She’d told me she’d been in a taxi accident. It had been her way of masking what had really happened.

Diego slumped back against his wheelchair, defeated. His confession hung in the air.

I swallowed hard, trying to pull myself together, and forced myself to find my voice:

		“Diego… what happened that night is enough to make my blood run cold, but now I need you to tell me what makes you think Patricia was behind what they did to you.”


Diego closed his eyes, drifting back in time. His breathing grew slow and heavy.

		“It was weird, really weird,” he began. “It all started months later… A stranger contacted me on Tinder. The profile was eye-catching—carefully curated photos, suggestive but not too explicit. She called herself ‘Clara.’ I remember the first photo: brown hair, wide smile, fit body. Nothing about it seemed fake. Quite the opposite… she seemed like a dream come true.”


Mónica leaned forward, her eyes fixed on him.

		“And what did this Clara want?” she asked.
		“A threesome,” Diego answered without beating around the bush. “She was direct. She dropped it almost from the first few messages. And of course… I wasn’t about to say no. There was something hypnotic about the way she wrote. Sexy, but not vulgar. She had that touch of mystery that hooks you.”


He ran his hand over his useless knee, the leg that would never respond the same way again.

		“I didn’t hesitate. I called Alonso. Told him, ‘I’ve got a plan you won’t turn down.’ And I wasn’t wrong. He signed up right away. She seemed available, playful, but at the same time kept us at arm’s length—stringing us along so we’d be even more eager.”


Diego clenched his fists on the wheelchair’s wheels.

		“We talked a lot. A whole lot. Messages, even voice notes. But she never agreed to video calls. There was always an excuse—broken camera, she was out somewhere, she didn’t like them… But who gets suspicious when someone’s filling your head with fantasies of what could happen?”


His gaze drifted to some invisible point on the floor.

		“That woman knew exactly how to talk to us. What to say, how to play on our insecurities and desires. She had information that didn’t make sense. She made comments that were too precise about our tastes, about what turned us on… things we hadn’t shared with anyone.”


He stopped, sighed, and looked me straight in the eyes.

		“And that’s when everything went sideways. She’d told us to meet her at a gas station rest stop. For privacy, she said. But instead of her, two guys were waiting for us. The worst kind you can imagine. I think they were ex-military. Russians, Chechens, or Ukrainians. I couldn’t say for sure where they were from, but they spoke Russian or something like it.”


A chill ran down my spine. Mónica, pale as a ghost, could barely breathe.

“Dear God…” she whispered.



Diego closed his eyes again, defeated, as if he could still hear the blows, the bones breaking, the echo of his own voice begging.

	“	I felt something jab into my neck. I didn’t realize they’d injected me with something until my legs gave out and I couldn’t move. Everything got hazy after that. I think I remember a van, but honestly, I don’t remember clearly.”


Diego took a sip from the glass of water on the living room table. You could tell he was nervous about reliving it all again.

	“	I woke up in a room I didn’t recognize. Alonso was next to me. They’d stripped us naked. His muffled screams woke me—they’d stuffed a rag gag in his mouth. I had one too, so I couldn’t make a sound. I turned and saw Alonso’s face. The bigger guy had his hand tangled in Alonso’s long hair, holding him upright. He gasped for air, then again. His eyes were almost rolled back, but I couldn’t tell if he was conscious. They were beating him on the back and legs with such savagery that you could hear the bones cracking as they broke. You can’t imagine how hard they were hitting him. There are no words.”


Diego’s eyes began to fill with tears.

	“	The shorter thug lifted me like I weighed nothing. I remember stumbling because my legs had no strength, but the guy held me up without any trouble. They were both incredibly strong. They left Alonso unconscious on the floor and carried me to the bed. Once I was spread-eagled on the mattress, they started saying something I couldn’t understand.”


Diego’s voice broke completely, and he fell into a long silence to gather himself.

	“	The tall one’s cold gaze turned toward me, and he smiled—a grimace that made my blood run cold. He bent down to grab something from the sports bag. For a moment I thought my time had come. It was a large screwdriver. He put the steel tip in his mouth and slicked it with saliva. Then he lifted Alonso’s legs, exposing his anus…and shoved the screwdriver inside. At the same time, he reached down and gave a savage pinch to one of Alonso’s nipples. Alonso still reacted to those horrors.”


Diego spoke haltingly, his voice trembling, but his account was vivid, clear, and orderly. It was obvious he’d relived what happened in that room a thousand times.

	“	His body convulsed in a long shudder of pain. The hitman gave the weapon a final thrust, a vicious twist, then yanked it out and held it up, dripping with blood, in front of Alonso’s saucer-wide eyes. Alonso, terrified, lost consciousness. That’s when I vomited.”


Mónica covered her eyes with her hands, as if that could stop her from imagining the scene. I was beyond horror at this point.

	“	Before I could react, they were on their feet and coming at me again. They slammed my head against the headboard. They ripped out entire clumps of my hair. But the blow wasn’t hard enough to knock me out. Terror jolted me awake, and I tried to move, but I swear I couldn’t.”


	“	They were speaking some Slavic language, though I couldn’t tell which one. They moved with total calm, like this was a routine they’d rehearsed a thousand times. The last thing I remember is seeing them pull an iron pipe out of the bag. They hit me in the legs and hip. Luckily, I blacked out. The next thing I remember is doctors and paramedics all around me. Alonso was already on the stretcher, and I didn’t know if he was alive or dead. I imagine he would have preferred to be dead.”


A dramatic silence fell. For several minutes, no one could speak. That silence carried the searing pain of revenge that had ended in an orgy of extreme violence. I wondered if Patricia understood the savagery, the silent void her violence had left in these people.

I leafed through the newspaper clippings and looked at the grainy photo of Alonso the paper had published alongside the story. He was a handsome man with an elegant haircut and a somewhat arrogant smile. I tried to imagine being stuck in a coma, bedridden, at not even thirty-five. Patricia’s revenge had crossed every line. She was a real bitch.

Diego ran his hand over his face, trying to swat away the memories that haunted him. He stayed silent for a few seconds. The silence grew thick in the living room, broken only by the distant hum of a refrigerator. Then, in a hoarse voice, as if each word cost him dearly, he said:

— 

The third one involved in all that… Adrián… didn’t escape either.

I looked at him, not understanding. Mónica leaned forward.

	— 	Six months ago,” Diego continued, “he was driving down the Navacerrada pass. At night. Alone. They say he lost control on a curve… crashed head-on into a guardrail and plunged a hundred meters. He died instantly.


A chill ran down my spine. The images Diego was painting seemed like something from a script too macabre to be true.

— 
And what… what are you getting at? —I asked, though I already knew the answer.



Diego raised his eyes to meet mine. There was fear, but also the resignation of someone who knows he can’t stay silent any longer.

	— 	That there are too many coincidences.” He tapped the wheel of his chair lightly, reinforcing his words with the gesture. “Adrián dead, Alonso reduced to a shadow of himself, and me… like this.” He pointed to his useless legs, covered by a blanket. “Do you really think all of this is just coincidence?


Mónica brought a hand to her mouth. She said nothing, but the tension in her expression said it all: disbelief, horror, and something more… the premonition that Diego was right. I shook my head slowly, trying to cling to logic, even as everything inside me reeled.

— 
Are you saying… that Patricia is behind that too?



Diego didn’t respond right away. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and finally murmured:

	— 	I only know that she doesn’t leave loose ends.
	— 	Threads,” I corrected in a low voice, almost to myself.




He looked at me, surprised that I knew the exact word. And in that instant, I knew: Patricia’s shadow was still there, more present than ever, weaving a web in the darkness from which no one knew how to escape.

I ran my hand over the back of my neck, trying to sort out the tangle of ideas Diego had dumped on the table. They were broken pieces of an impossible puzzle. Then I looked him straight in the eyes and asked:

— 
And the police? What do they think about all this?



Diego let out a bitter laugh, almost a snort full of disdain.

	— 	The police…” he repeated, his voice choked. “They focused on the usual: revenge for settling scores, drug trafficking… Alonso had a record for dealing, and that gave them an excuse not to look any further. They didn’t dig deep enough.
	— 	They didn’t even suspect Patricia? —Mónica asked, her voice barely a whisper.


Diego shook his head slowly.

		“At some point in the investigation, I think they considered it. But I didn’t exactly push the issue either.” He shrugged, his gesture a mixture of fear and resignation. “I had enough problems just surviving, learning to get around in this chair, dealing with the surgeries and rehab… How was I supposed to take on the stigma of admitting I’d been part of something as filthy as what we did to Patricia? I’m not a hero, Fernando. And I don’t pretend to be one.”


A heavy silence settled over the room. Mónica looked at me, eyes wide, unable to process everything she’d just heard. Inside, I was seething: the police had looked the other way, or at best, taken the investigation in the wrong direction. Diego had kept quiet out of convenience, and meanwhile Patricia was still free, walking around without a care, covering her tracks.



“So it all came to nothing…” I murmured, more to myself than to them.

Diego held my gaze and nodded.

		“To nothing. But you know, just like I do, that there’s something much bigger here. And sooner or later…” He pressed his lips together, as if the words were hard to get out. “Someone else is going to pay the price.”


Diego sighed. You could tell the weight of that story bore down on him. He ran a hand over his face, absently tracing the scars that lined his skin.

		“There was an inspector…” he said at last. “Patricia was investigated too, don’t think she wasn’t. An inspector, the kind who looks like he stepped out of a noir novel, showed up at the hospital while I was still in a full body cast. His name was Inspector Salcedo. A meticulous guy, the type who writes down every breath you take, who looks at you and makes you feel guilty. He asked me questions about Patricia. He wanted to know if we had enemies, if there might be anyone who wanted to see us suffer… I didn’t say anything. How was I supposed to tell him that woman was capable of anything after what we did to her? But he kept at it: he talked to neighbors, went through her accounts, even traced calls from her phone. The problem was he didn’t find anything solid. Patricia is smart—too smart. If she did something, she never left a paper trail or said anything over the phone. Salcedo put it his own way: ‘Hers is the kind of intelligence that doesn’t leave evidence, only suspicions.’”


Mónica swallowed hard. I leaned forward, hanging on every word.


“And then?” I asked. “It all came to nothing?”



Diego nodded slowly.

		“The investigation focused on the hitmen. Two Chechens with records for violent robberies and assaults. Disposable types. The police poured everything into that: tracking them down, piecing together their movements, following the money trail. But of course… who hired them? That’s where they hit a wall. They didn’t find any suspicious accounts, no transfers, no witnesses pointing to Patricia. It was like they’d materialized out of thin air. They vanished without a trace. The case is still open, but more because of statute of limitations issues than any real interest.”


Salcedo was convinced there was someone behind it all, someone cold-blooded enough to pay them and then erase any evidence. And even though he never said it out loud, I knew he was thinking of Patricia. I could see it in his eyes, in the way he paused when I mentioned her name and told him what happened.

Diego gripped the wheels of his chair.

		“But without evidence, there’s no one to blame. And that’s how it stayed. A file gathering dust, a case sitting in a drawer while she goes on with her life.”


Saying goodbye to Diego was bitter. He squeezed my hand with what strength he had left, looking at me with a mixture of guilt and resignation. Before we left the apartment, he handed me a card he’d pulled from his wallet.

		“If you really want to get to the bottom of this, talk to him,” he told me. “Inspector Salcedo. He’s not an easy man, but he’ll listen to you.”


I tucked it into my jacket pocket without a word. Mónica and I walked to the car in silence.

Once we were in the car, Mónica started the engine and we merged into Madrid's slow-moving traffic. Silence wrapped around us until she murmured, eyes fixed on the road:

		“Now I understand everything…” She paused, searching for the right words. “Patricia is losing control. What happened to Diego, to Adrián, even to Alonso… It's not a coincidence. It's a spiral, Fernando.”


She turned her head for a moment and glanced at me, her expression more serious than I'd ever seen.

		“I always thought Patricia was… complicated, yes. But now… now I know she's truly dangerous. She has no limits. And the worst part is I think she cares less and less about how far she'll go. She's become obsessed with revenge, and no one she believes has betrayed her will escape punishment.”


A chill ran down my spine. Outside, traffic lights painted the windshield in flashing reds, greens, and ambers.

		“What started as a game of revenge,” she continued, “is no longer a game. I don't know how much time we have before she makes another move. We're on her list. If we don't stop her, she could really hurt us.”


I pressed my lips together, looking at Salcedo's card between my fingers. She was right. What had been an emotional puzzle was turning into a battlefield.

		“You know what scares me most?” Mónica said, her eyes still on the road. “That part of her thinks she's right. That she believes she's justified in everything she's doing.”


I turned toward her. “Justified? After everything she's done… after how she destroyed me…”

		“Yes, Fernando, I know,” she interrupted gently. “But look at it from her point of view. She was betrayed, used, even… raped. No one came to her defense. She went from being a diva living in a gilded cage to having nowhere to sleep. The police didn't know, her friends didn't know, not even you. Don't you think someone who feels that alone might believe revenge is the only way?”


I stayed silent for a few seconds, watching the city lights reflect off the windshield.

		“I don't deny it,” I finally said. “If what Diego says is true, she suffered something no one deserves. But wanting justice is one thing—turning your life into a hunt is something else entirely. That rage… it's consuming what little was left of the woman I knew. Confucius said when you seek revenge, dig two graves… Wanting revenge is one thing, but making it your reason for living? Hatred consumes you and you lose perspective. You stop living in reality. I think that's what's happening to Patricia.”


Mónica nodded slightly. “Maybe that's why she's so frightening. Because deep down, there's still a logic to it all, even if it's getting more and more distorted by her hatred and thirst for revenge. It's twisted logic, but logic all the same—and it's rotting from the inside. When someone believes they have the right to take revenge, that it's their 'justice,' there are no limits anymore.”

I looked at her intently. “Do you understand her?”

Mónica sighed, and for a moment she looked away from the road. “Understanding doesn't mean approving. I… can imagine what it must be like to feel so humiliated, so scarred. But I wouldn't do what she's doing. I wouldn't drag others down with me. I wouldn't turn my pain into a weapon against everyone.”



“So what's left?” I asked. “Compassion for her? Or fear of what she might do?”

Mónica bit her lip, thinking it over. “Maybe both. Compassion, because she's still a victim. And fear… because a victim who decides to become an executioner is even more dangerous.”

Silence filled the car again. I felt a knot in my throat—the realization that, despite everything I hated about Patricia, part of me couldn't stop seeing her as someone broken.

	“	What worries me,” I said quietly, “is that Patricia can't tell the difference between justice and destruction anymore. And when you reach that point… there's nothing left to save.”


Mónica put her hand on mine, warm and firm. “Then it's up to us to stop her, Fernando. Not for revenge. But because if we don't, we'll never sleep easy.”


21

The police station occupied a rectangular two-story building—a functional structure with aluminum finishes. Stairs and a wheelchair ramp led inside. A large parking lot spread out front. To the left was the entrance for passport and ID renewals; to the right, the entrance to the station itself.

Inside, it smelled of coffee and industrial cleaner. The hallway lights still had that dim fluorescent glow. At this hour of the afternoon, the place was nearly deserted. Many desks sat empty, computers dark. At reception, we were asked to wait for Salcedo to come get us.

He was a man in his late fifties, gray hair cropped close, rectangular glasses, and an expression weathered by too many early mornings at the station. He extended his hand and we shook it. Strong hands, a firm grip that conveyed confidence. He was the kind of man you want on your side when things go wrong—someone who looked like he'd been through a thousand battles on the streets of a big city. After the greeting, he headed silently toward the exit, pulled a cigarette from his jacket pocket, and lit it. He looked both ways down the street. Deserted. In one direction, the upper floors of the city's buildings were visible, their first lights beginning to flicker on.

		“So you want to talk about the beating at the service area... Bad business, that one. Extreme violence. I've rarely seen anything so brutal.” The inspector ran a hand across his forehead. He seemed to be studying us, his gaze sharp and probing.


The inspector took one last drag on his cigarette, then tossed it to the ground and crushed it under his shoe. He walked back toward the building, jerking his head for us to follow. The sun had already set, and the air was turning cold.

I nodded. “Yes. I'm Fernando, and this is Mónica. Thanks for seeing us.”

Salcedo narrowed his eyes, sizing us up, maybe trying to figure out what kind of mess he was getting himself into. He tapped the table lightly with his index finger.

		“All right. Before we start, I need to know what connection you have to all this. I can't waste my time on curiosity seekers.”


Mónica spoke carefully: “We know Diego. He told us about you.”

The inspector gave a slight nod but didn't seem satisfied.

		“Diego...” he murmured, a hint of annoyance in his voice. “That poor bastard's only alive by some miracle. But you haven't answered my question. What's your part in all this?”


I leaned toward him, resting my elbows on the table. “Patricia Núñez Berástegui. She's my ex-wife.”

The name landed like a weight. Salcedo set his coffee cup on the saucer with a sharp clink and looked at me as if I'd uttered a blasphemy.


“Your ex-wife?” he repeated, his voice rising slightly.



I took a deep breath. “Yes. And we have reason to think she may be connected to what happened in that room.”

The inspector let out a short, humorless laugh. “Well, well...” He rubbed his face with his hand. “This is getting interesting.”

He looked us up and down, and for the first time I sensed something beyond suspicion: curiosity, but also a hint of disbelief.

		“So why are you here? To accuse her? Defend her? Or to hand me the missing piece of this puzzle?” he asked in a low voice, tilting his head like a hunter sizing up his prey.


Mónica spoke up, her voice firm: “We want to know how deep this goes. What you have on her, what evidence. And... if there's a way to prove what we suspect.”

Salcedo smiled, a cynical twist to his lips. “That's the same thing I've been asking myself for years. I know she's behind some very ugly things. I can smell it. But suspecting is one thing—proving it in court is another.”

I shifted in my chair. “What do you know exactly?”

The inspector took a sip of coffee, wiped his lips with the back of his hand, then fixed us with an unsettling calm.

		“I know just enough to know she's dangerous.” He paused, letting the weight of his words hit us. “But that's not enough to stop her.”


The silence stretched. I could feel my heart pounding in my temples.

Salcedo looked at me with that dry expression of his, took a sip of coffee, and, locking eyes with me, began to list things off with the precision of a seasoned bureaucrat:

	— 	“Look, Fernando. For me to request an arrest and bring her before a judge, hunches and newspaper clippings won't cut it. I need solid, linked evidence that lets me argue to a magistrate that she could have ordered the attack. In practical and procedural terms, here's what we'd need: Proof of contact between the suspect and the hitmen. During the investigation, we searched for communication records: calls, texts, emails, or app metadata that would link Patricia to numbers connected to the attackers or some intermediary. I already tried to get that, but she came up clean. No timing overlap either. We tracked her location through cell phone geolocation. Nothing there either. No financial traces. No bank activity, transfers, cash withdrawals, or card payments linking her to them. No witnesses, no physical evidence. A judge only orders pretrial detention if there's evidence of criminal activity and at least one risk factor: flight risk, risk of destroying evidence, or risk of reoffending. You have to prove it. We didn't get anything like that, which is why we shifted focus to the hitmen. But we didn't make progress on that front either. The case is stuck in limbo, and I don't think we're getting out.”
	— 	“What if I could get a recording where she admits to being involved in the beating?” I asked, grasping at straws. “I think I could do it.”


Salcedo stared at me with that calm you only see in people who've spent years dealing with folks who think they've got it all figured out. He stirred his coffee, the spoon making a sharp, metallic clink.

— 

“It depends,” he said, drawing out the word, buying time to weigh what came next.

He leaned forward, lowering his voice a bit.

	— 	“Under Spanish criminal law, private recordings made by one of the parties are valid, as long as you're the one in the conversation. You don't need to warn her. What you can't do is record conversations between third parties—that's inadmissible evidence because it violates the right to private communications.”


He paused to organize his thoughts. I listened with my heart racing.

	— 	“Now,” he continued, “it's not enough to have some half-confession on your phone. The judge will want that recording to meet certain requirements: The complete original files must be provided, without cuts or edits, with the creation metadata intact. An acoustic forensic analysis must confirm there's no tampering. And, very important, what she says has to be specific enough to count as a confession to a crime—not just bragging.”


He leaned back in his chair and pointed at me.

	— 	“You say you can get it. Fine. And I can put it in a report. But if Patricia, for example, just lets something vague slip, believe me—that goes up in smoke in court. I need it to be clear that she was the one who ordered it, who she hired, and why. Without that, her lawyer would tear it apart at the first hearing.”


I felt a knot in my stomach. Salcedo didn't blink.

	— 	“That's why I'm telling you, if you can get her to say it out loud—to clearly say something like, 'I paid to have Diego taught a lesson' or something like that—then we'd have gold. Although we'd probably need something more… Criminals have rights too, even if that's hard to swallow sometimes.”


Then he lowered his voice even more:

	— 	“And remember: don't force it, don't threaten her, don't deceive her with tricks that could be called entrapment. If she lets it slip motu proprio in conversation with you, perfect. If you extract it with some crude trick, the judge will throw it out as entrapment. Are we clear?”


I nodded silently, feeling that I held a double-edged sword in my hands.

— 

“What do you mean we'd probably need something more?” Mónica asked, looking uncertain.

Salcedo concluded dryly:

	— 	“A skilled lawyer could get the recording thrown out even if it was obtained legally. They could argue it was the result of a fit of rage, that she wasn't aware of what she was saying. But if we had corroborating evidence, then we'd have a case.”


I nodded without saying anything. I looked at Mónica, and a hurricane broke loose inside me. If this went well, we could get Patricia off our backs, but if it went wrong...

I suddenly felt the weight of everything that had been and everything that could be. Patricia wasn't just the woman who had betrayed me; she was the sum of humiliations, of secrets someone had woven over a slow flame. Now the possibility—the temptation—of extracting a phrase from her, a condemnation from her own lips, placed me at a boundary I didn't want to cross without thinking about it a thousand times. I didn't like the idea of setting traps; I didn't like becoming a hunter just like her. And yet, if there was an honest, evidentiary way to push the system to do its job, I had to try. For Mónica… and for myself: because I was no longer going to allow my past to control my life.

I remembered Diego's face, the scars, the wheelchair; I remembered Patricia's sharp laugh when she looked at us at that party. I remembered Mónica, waiting in the car, determination knotted in her throat. I swore to myself I wouldn't do anything futile or suicidal.

The idea left a bitter taste: there were things that only came out of someone's mouth when they believed they were safe, when the conversation seemed innocent. That didn't make me less vile; it made me more cautious. I thought about the moral calculus: provoking a confession was one thing; inducing it to the point of invalidating it, quite another. Salcedo had said it clearly: a single clear phrase, spoken spontaneously, was gold. A botched recording would be smoke that no judge would want to smell.

As I left the police station, the air hit my face. Mónica was waiting for me on the sidewalk, hands in her coat pockets, looking straight ahead. We exchanged a long look. We didn't make grandiose promises; a slight brush of our lips was enough, a small gesture that held a pact and a firm determination.

The question still beat in my chest: could I live with the idea of provoking that confession? Could I bear having justice use my voice as bait? I didn't know. I only knew I had decided not to let fear govern my steps anymore. I was going to seek the confession, yes, but I would seek it with my eyes open. And if temptation pushed me to cheat along the way, I would stop. For the first time in a long time, the idea of winning didn't taste like revenge: it tasted like responsibility.

The car engine purred at half speed as we left the neighborhood where we'd met with Salcedo at the police station. The night had lost its warmth and the city slid past, gray. Mónica drove with her hands tense on the wheel; I stared at the card with the inspector's number, as if that piece of paper held the answer to everything happening to us.

	— 	“If what Salcedo's asking us to provide—some corroborating evidence—is really necessary… it sounds impossible. We're not the police.”


I responded honestly rather than confidently:

	— 	“I can't think of anything either. We have the information, the certainty, we've talked to people, we've read clippings… but nothing tangible we could present in court. I don't see myself playing detective. That only happens in cheap movies, and this is real life.”


A silence fell that wasn't so much uncomfortable as necessary. The traffic light tinted her face red for an instant; as we passed, her expression went pale, focused. I noticed her perfectly painted nails gripping the edge of the wheel. It was the expression of someone tracking by intuition something that reason hadn't yet managed to pin down.

	— 	“What if…” she began hesitantly, “what if what we need isn't something big and spectacular?” She brought her hand to her neck, searching for air. “What if it's a small, stupid detail that someone left behind without meaning to? Something you can tie to her with logic.”


The idea floated in the car like a fragile possibility worth protecting. I thought about all the times the truth had hidden in what others considered irrelevant: a word out of place, a forgotten receipt, a poorly deleted photo.

	— 	“It could be,” I said. “A detail that proves she wasn't just speaking in metaphors. Something that shows her intention and a connection.”


Mónica nodded. The road stretched straight ahead of us; traffic was a thread of lights behind. I noticed we were talking faster now, as if just voicing a possibility was enough to break through the paralysis.

	— 	“And what kind of detail?” she asked. “A shipment? A small transfer? A different phone number? Something physical we can identify? Look, Fernando, the police need a trail. We know it was her, but we have no proof. If we find something, Salcedo can move forward. Otherwise, it's better to leave things alone.”
	— 	“There's something else,” I murmured, speaking more to myself than to her. “Patricia never left traces. She's not careless. But she's a showoff when it comes to causing harm. She doesn't wipe the slate clean; I'm sure she's left something behind to admire later. Remember the newspaper clipping. I'm sure she kept it as a trophy, a mark of victory.”


Mónica shot me a questioning look.

— “What do you mean?”



I searched my memory, sifting through the fragments I'd stored away. I remembered how she presented herself at dinners and events, that stunning self-confidence. That confidence could turn against her.

	— 	“I don't think she'd ever leave evidence she can't control,” I said. “She thinks things through. Even when she acts on impulse. But she's not perfect, and I'm sure she's made mistakes.”


Mónica frowned.

	— 	“Then let's look for what she couldn't—or didn't want to—erase,” she proposed. “Something small but verifiable. If she's the type who insists she never leaves loose ends, she probably left one without realizing it. Something that slipped past her, through forgetfulness or overconfidence.”


I wanted to believe she was that predictable, that her arrogance would be her downfall. But I also knew that people like her always think one step ahead. Still, saying the strategy out loud gave us some direction.

“Okay,” I said. “We start with digital. We already checked email. LinkedIn gave us Diego. What if we look at social media, photos? What if we ask people who worked with her?”

Mónica nodded with more determination. She started listing possibilities in a low voice: purchase invoices, cash movements, maybe a housekeeper who'd seen envelopes change hands,

	— 	“We could, but it won't be easy,” I said. “And there's another risk: if we raise suspicions without proof, we'd be exposed to her.”


We fell silent, each digging through our own corner of memory, searching for a spark to ignite the bonfire of proof. The conversation was no longer pure theory; it was starting to look like a map with routes crossed out in pen.

Then, in the midst of my mental notes, something surfaced. It wasn't a fully formed idea or a certainty; it was a sudden jolt, an image that appeared with the clarity of the obvious. I stayed silent, staring at the road, feeling as if someone had flipped on a light in a room that had been pitch dark.

	— 	“I have a hunch,” I said at last, my voice low. “Patricia blocked me on social media, but what she doesn't know is that I know the password to her email account. I'm sure she hasn't changed it, since I doubt she remembers I know. Once, she asked me to send her some documents from her laptop. I logged in and saw a text file called 'passwords.' All her passwords were written down there. You know how every site has different requirements for passwords, and eventually it's impossible to remember them all. She had them all listed. They were all variations of the same thing: 'Reinadepicas' followed by her birth year. I remember it perfectly.”


Mónica slowed down at the next intersection, turning her head toward me with an expression caught between surprise and suspicion.

	— 	“What did you say?” she asked. “That bitch…”
	— 	“That was her password. Queen of spades. She used it for a ton of things. I had no idea, and it caught me off guard. She even used it for Netflix. I never stopped to think what the hell it meant…” I went quiet for a second and added, “Why?”


Mónica let out a snort—more disbelief than mockery.

	— 	“Fernando… you really don’t know what that means?”
	— 	“No.” I admitted it bluntly, a little embarrassed.




She gripped the steering wheel, shifted in her seat, and after a silence that felt like forever, began to explain with an eerie calm, venturing into slippery but inevitable territory.

	— 	“The queen of spades…” she said, “is a symbol. In the swinger scene and certain circles—let’s call them sexually empowered women—it represents the dominant woman. The one who takes control, who decides when and with whom.”


I stared at her, wide-eyed.

	— 	“Jesus, Mónica, spell it out for me.”
	— 	“Yes. The queen of spades is the black widow of the deck. The devourer. It’s associated with women who enjoy testing other people’s limits, especially their partners’, playing with them like pieces on her board. In swinging circles, when a woman claims that title, or gets it tattooed, or wears jewelry with that symbol, she’s making it clear she’s the powerful one in the relationship—that she sleeps with whoever she wants, whenever she wants. It’s usually tied to consensual infidelity.”


A chill ran down my spine. That wasn’t just some erotic nickname; it was a declaration of intent, a signature.

— 

“And you think Patricia knew what it meant?” I asked, almost hoping she’d say no.

Mónica held my gaze for a moment before turning back to the road.

— 

“Of course she knew. Patricia never does anything without a reason…” she smiled bitterly. “No pun intended.”

I went quiet, digesting that. Suddenly, everything fit together with disturbing precision: the way she’d look at me while tearing me apart, her coldness, her determination that no one escape her web.

— 

“Queen of spades…” I repeated under my breath, almost to myself. “Of course it was her. It was always her.”

Mónica nodded slowly, with a heaviness that made my chest ache.

	— 	“And if she hasn’t changed that password—and knowing her, she probably hasn’t—then we can get into her email.”


We fired up Mónica’s laptop in her living room, blinds drawn, a dim lamp casting an almost conspiratorial glow. I couldn’t stop thinking about how surreal the whole scene was: snooping through my ex-wife’s email, playing amateur detective, hunting for evidence that could sink her.

I typed the password with trembling hands: Reinadepicas1990. The account opened right up, leaving me feeling equal parts relief and a strange vertigo. There it was—her digital life, laid bare.

The first thing we found was predictable stuff: Amazon receipts, purchases from Zara and similar stores, hotel reservations I’d never known about but that confirmed her infidelities—many coincided with weekends when I’d suspected her little getaways. There were even fashion magazine subscriptions, budget airline confirmations, LinkedIn notifications. Nothing remotely incriminating.

— 

“This is useless,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair in frustration.

Mónica leaned over the screen and we clicked through the folders together. “Promotions,” “Social Media,” “Travel.” Nothing but trivial data, the everyday facade of a normal life.

	— 	“The police must have already gone through it,” she said in a low voice, irrationally afraid someone might hear us. “If they traced this email, they wouldn’t have found anything more than what we’re seeing. Patricia isn’t that naive.”
	— 	“I don’t know whether to be relieved or worried. Do you realize what we’re doing? This could get us both in trouble.”
	— 	“I know,” I admitted. “But if Patricia is behind all this, someone has to prove it. What do you suggest? Give up at the first sign of trouble?” The words came out harsher than I intended.


Mónica shot me a withering look.

	— 	“It’s not giving up, it’s being realistic. Do you really think Patricia would order a beating through this email? What was she going to put in the subject line—‘Hiring hitmen’? Or just Google it?”


I fell silent, because she had a point. Even so, I couldn’t shake the hunch that we were close to something.

	— 	“Mónica… she always thought she was smarter than everyone else. Maybe she left some trace.”
	— 	“Or maybe you’re obsessing,” she replied, her tone a mix of exhaustion and concern. “You can’t live like this, digging into every corner like everything’s a clue.”
	— 	“Would you rather we sit on our hands while she’s still out there?” I cut her off, raising my voice.


She looked away and pressed her lips together tightly. For a few seconds I thought she would get up and let it go. But she looked at me again, calmer.

I stared at her for a second, acknowledging she was right. Patricia knew how to cover her tracks. If she had really woven that web of revenge, she wouldn’t have done it from such an obvious email account.

— 

“Then let’s look for another account,” I said, my voice firmer than I expected.

Mónica raised her eyebrows.

	— 	“Another?”
	— 	“Patricia always had layers. Drawers locked with keys, prepaid phones, cards hidden in purses she never even used. Why wouldn’t she have a separate email account too, for other things?”


She went quiet, touching her lower lip.

	— 	“Could be… But if it exists, how do we find it?”
	— 	“It’s impossible, unless… she sent an email to herself. It could be…”


We went through the contact directory once more, hoping to stumble onto something strange. Mixed in among the ordinary addresses of friends, coworkers, and family were emails from online stores and newsletters that told us nothing. A jungle of bland data.

I stopped at one with a foreign domain, full of impossible consonants, that I didn’t remember ever seeing.

— 
“What about this?” I asked, pointing at the screen.



Mónica frowned and leaned in closer.

	— 	“That doesn’t sound normal at all…”
	— 	“If it’s in her contacts, it means she’s emailed that address before. They usually get saved automatically.”


I bit my lip, feeling like maybe we’d just stumbled onto something.

— 
“I think we’ve found something,” I whispered.



Mónica looked at me, unease flickering in her eyes.

I stared at the address. I had the strange sensation that the string of letters and numbers could leap off the screen and devour us. My heart pounded in my throat.

	— 	“You’re not going to do it…” Mónica whispered, almost pleading.
	— 	“Of course I’m going to do it,” I replied without taking my eyes off the monitor. “It’s the only way to know if the lead is good.”


She grabbed my arm.

	— 	“Fernando, think about it. If they respond… we’ll be stepping into their territory. And on their turf, they’re the ones in charge. We should talk to the inspector first.”
	— 	“That’s exactly why I want to do it,” I replied, trying to sound firm even though my hands were sweating. “We need proof. A mistake on their part. Something that links them to Patricia.”


I clicked the “compose email” icon. The cursor blinked on the screen, accusatory, and I wondered if I was really willing to cross that line.

Subject: “Work”

Hello.

I need your services again. The same type of work as before.

Send me your terms and updated price.

I’ll give you the details on the target later.

P.

I read the text aloud. Each word felt like a shot in the dark.

	— 	“‘P.’?” Mónica asked, her voice tight with tension.




	— 	“If I write Patricia, it would be too obvious. But with just an initial… We’re not even sure if she signed that way last time. Maybe we could send it without a signature.”


Mónica covered her face with her hands.

	— 	“My God, Fernando… we’re playing with fire.”
	— 	“I know,” I replied. “But if they answer, if they accept without asking questions… that’ll be the confirmation we need.”


I hesitated for a moment before clicking Send. The room seemed to have shrunk. Mónica watched me, her eyes bright with fear and barely contained rage.

— 
“Once you do it, there’s no turning back,” she warned.



I clicked.

The inbox went still, the message now showing in “Sent.”

I slumped back in my chair.

	— 	Now we just have to wait.
		“I’m praying they don’t respond,” she said.




I couldn’t help thinking the opposite. Then Mónica said she needed a shower and left the living room. I kept staring at the inbox, waiting for it to start blinking at any moment. Ten minutes later, I turned off the computer and headed to the bathroom. She was almost invisible behind the thick cloud of steam that nearly scorched me when I opened the door.

		“When you’re done, I’ll shower,” I said, raising my voice a bit.
		“We could have showered together,” she said, poking her head out past the glass door.
		“I thought about it, but I wasn’t sure you’d want to.”


I went back to the living room and poured myself a drink. I sat on the couch and closed my eyes. The day had been exhausting. The conversation with Diego, the meeting with the police, the search for evidence—it had all worn us out.

When I opened my eyes, I saw her silhouetted against the dim light of the living room. Steam from the shower still seemed to follow her, wrapping her in a halo that made her almost unreal. She wore a silk robe that clung to her body, and the towel wrapped around her damp hair made her look like some kind of domestic goddess, unexpectedly within reach.

Mónica moved toward me slowly, the silk robe clinging and releasing from her still-damp skin. The fabric caught the soft light of the living room. When she reached my side, she let the towel fall onto the back of the couch. Her hair, dark and shiny, clung to her neck and collarbone.


“You’re so beautiful it hurts to look at you,” I confessed without thinking.



She smiled with that shyness that didn’t match the strong woman she was, and opened her arms to me. When I embraced her, I felt the silk slip beneath my hands, impossible to hold onto, and beneath that soft fabric her skin burned—pulsing, alive.

I leaned into her neck and breathed deeply—she had the fresh scent of body wash mixed with something uniquely hers, a soft, familiar perfume that made me close my eyes and hold back a moan. Her breath grazed my ear, damp, warm, quickening.


“Fernando…” she whispered, her voice trembling for an instant.



I brushed aside a soaked strand of hair that fell across her cheek. It was cold from the water that hadn’t fully dried, and when I touched it with my lips, I felt the contrast—my mouth burned while her skin cooled me. I kissed her there, in that small damp hollow, and she shuddered in my arms.

My hands, uncertain at first, traveled down her back over the silk. The fabric slipped beneath my fingers. Finally, with a gentle movement, I slid my hand under the robe—and there it was: skin against skin. Warm, silky, vibrant, as if she had been waiting for me forever. Her breasts were cool against my palms, firm and full.

Mónica looked at me, and in her eyes I saw a mixture of tenderness and desire that pierced my chest. She pulled me toward her, pressing her damp body against mine. I felt the warmth of her belly, the soft weight of her breasts against my chest, and in that contact, everything I’d kept bottled up for years spilled out all at once.

		“I’m crazy about you,” I told her, unable to hold back. “I love you with everything I am. I’m completely in love with you, and all I want is for you to let me love you.”


She caressed my face with her damp palm, leaving a cool trail that my skin immediately absorbed. She kissed me, slowly at first, savoring something she never wanted to end. But soon the kiss deepened, burning—a kiss that reclaimed lost time, that scorched and soothed all at once.

Her tongue sought mine with restrained urgency. The silk slipped further, surrendering to gravity, and her bare shoulders emerged in the dim light. I kissed them one by one, slowly, exploring that treasure with reverence. The contrast of her damp skin against my burning lips shook me to my soul.

I held her tight, sinking into her, feeling each of her breaths mingle with mine, and I knew with certainty that this moment was unique—one that could never be repeated.


“You’re beautiful…” I murmured, sitting up.



She smiled shyly, perhaps not believing herself worthy of that word. And that gesture was what undid me completely.

“Fernando…” she whispered.



I embraced her slowly, burying my face in the curve of her neck, breathing in that scent of soap and woman fresh from the water. My lips brushed her damp skin and I felt her shiver.



“You have no idea what you do to me,” I whispered. “How you set me on fire just by existing.”

The kiss lingered. Our tongues intertwined, tentative at first, then passionate. Time seemed to stop. Each brush of her lips sent a jolt of pleasure through me, each stroke of her tongue a reminder of how much we had wanted each other. Her breathing grew ragged against mine, and I felt her chest rise and fall with a tremor that passed through me.

The silk robe, now untied, slipped slowly as if obeying some natural law, catching on her arms for a moment before falling to the floor with a whisper. She stood naked before me, illuminated by the dim light of the living room. Her still-damp skin gleamed with a warm glow, and small drops traced down her collarbone, disappearing into the valley of her breasts. There was nothing more beautiful than that willing vulnerability—she was giving herself to me with absolute trust.

I leaned in and followed the path of those drops with my lips, slow, reverent. Each kiss was a promise. I felt her skin prickle beneath my mouth, and her fingers tangle in my hair, guiding me, caressing me with desperation and tenderness all at once.

		“Fernando…” she whispered, her voice barely a thread, thick with emotion. “You don’t know how much I dreamed of this moment and how much I feared it would never happen again.”


I raised my head and looked into her eyes. They were bright, moist—not from fear or doubt, but from intensity, from something that was finally finding its place.



“Me too,” I answered, a lump in my throat. “I love you, Mónica. More than I’ve ever loved.”

She sat up and slid off her cotton panties. She stood completely naked before me. I rested my hands on her ass and drew her close. I breathed in the soft scent of her, the trimmed hair reduced to a narrow strip.

She sat on top of me on the sofa with a slow, deliberate movement, and her body fit against mine with a perfection that felt destined. The dampness of her skin mixed with the heat of mine, and the friction set us both on fire.

My hands traveled over her bare back, up and down, memorizing every curve. I felt her tremble beneath my fingers, felt her seeking me urgently. It wasn’t lust that dominated the scene, but a deeper need, a hunger for love that had waited too long.

She arched gently, seeking total contact, and our bodies met in an intimate embrace that drew a moan from both of us. It wasn’t a wild explosion, but a measured rhythm, slow—a dance where each movement was an act of surrender.

Mónica slid down until she was kneeling before me, brought her mouth to my cock and kissed it, before taking it into her mouth. She closed her eyes and seemed unwilling to stop licking my cock, savoring it with infinite calm. Then she took it out of her mouth, smiled at me lasciviously, and returned to her task with slow, seductive movements. I watched her licking me in ecstasy, letting herself go as she ran her tongue up and down my length. When she sensed I was dangerously close to my limit, she sat on top of me again.

I entered her carefully, looking into her eyes, and there, in that instant, I understood that sex was nothing but the physical language of love. Her lips parted in a sigh, and she wrapped her legs around me, drawing me closer.

Each thrust was gentle, deep, an unhurried rhythm. We kissed as we made love, never breaking eye contact, because the union was more in our eyes and souls than in our bodies. Her nails dug lightly into my back, not to hurt me, but to cling to the certainty that this was real, that it wasn’t a dream.

		“Never let me go,” she said, her voice broken with emotion.
		“Never,” I answered, and my lips traveled over her cheeks, her eyelids, her forehead, every corner of her face filling me with her presence.


The climax came slowly—a wave that grew without fanfare until it overflowed everything. She trembled in my arms, moaning my name, and I followed her, spilling inside as I held her tight against me, trying to merge with her body and never separate again.

We stayed wrapped in each other's arms, breathing hard, but at peace. The silence of the living room enveloped us, broken only by the racing of our hearts, which gradually slowed until they beat as one. The silk robe lay forgotten on the floor, a witness that there were no longer any barriers between us.

She rested her head on my chest, and I stroked her damp hair, still feeling the coolness of the water and the warmth of her body.

	— 	“Now,” I whispered, kissing her forehead. “Now we're real. Patricia and her lies will never come between us. I love you.”


Mónica smiled against my skin, and that smile was the seal of our pact, stronger than any promise.
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We woke to the first light of morning streaming into the room. Mónica turned, still drowsy, and wrapped an arm around me, resting her cheek on my shoulder. For a moment I wanted to let the day stop right there, in that stillness, but a pang in my chest reminded me why we were searching. We kissed. Our breath was heavy from the night, but neither of us cared.

I sat up, grabbed the laptop we'd left on the living room table, and opened it. Mónica, still wrapped in the sheet, came over slowly, her hair disheveled and her eyes puffy from sleep. We sat in front of the screen for a few seconds, holding our breath, until a new email icon appeared in the inbox.

“There it is,” she whispered.



I opened the message. The sender was the same foreign contact we'd found the night before. The subject line was brief: “Operational terms – urgent.” Inside, a surprisingly clear message, written in clumsy but intelligible English:

“The services you request now require a different rate. The last operation was closed under exceptional conditions, but the situation has changed. The price is 25,000 euros. We need full name, address, and recent photograph of the target. We guarantee effectiveness. You know how we work. We leave no traces. Payment in advance, like last time. Response within 48 hours maximum.”

I froze. It was too explicit, too direct. Not only did it confirm there had been a “last operation,” but they clearly assumed they were dealing with a regular client.

Mónica covered her mouth with her hand. Her eyes went hard with tension.

	“	Fernando…” she murmured, staring at me. “This is evidence. It's exactly what we need. You have to call Inspector Salcedo right now.”


I couldn't take my eyes off the screen. The phrase “you know how we work” drilled into my head. It was almost a confession, a link to what had happened to Diego.

	“	Do you see what this means?” I responded, my voice hoarse. “They're acknowledging there was a previous job. That Patricia hired them. That she was involved in the beating of Diego and that Alonso guy.”


Mónica nodded, nervous, pacing back and forth across the room.

	“	This is extremely dangerous, Fernando. We're playing with fire. If those guys realize you're not her, if they suspect you're baiting them…” She broke off, clenching her fists. “It doesn't matter. We can't keep this to ourselves. We have to call Salcedo. It's the only way this will hold up legally. Besides, Patricia could read the email and delete it. Take a screenshot right now. Get the inspector's card!”


I stayed silent for a few seconds, processing her words. She was right. We couldn't take justice into our own hands, and we couldn't keep improvising like this.

“

Okay,” I finally said, taking a breath. “We'll call him. But Mónica… this is dynamite.”

She moved closer, took my hands, and squeezed them tight.

“

Then let's make sure it's handled by the right hands.”

I dialed the inspector's number, my pulse racing. Mónica sat beside me on the sofa, the laptop still open on the table. The call took a while to connect, and each ring felt like a hammer blow to my temple. Finally, Salcedo's deep voice answered on the other end.

	“	Salcedo speaking.”
	“	Inspector, it's Fernando…” I swallowed. “We have something really big. An email. I think it's exactly what we were looking for.”


There was a brief, dry silence.

“Explain.”



I told him the essentials: the foreign sender, the unmistakable tone, the reference to “the last operation,” the rate, the demand for a photo and the supposed victim's information. I noticed Mónica watching me from the corner of her eye, nervously squeezing her knees.

Salcedo listened without interrupting until the end. Then he spoke calmly, his tone clear and direct:

	— 	“Listen carefully. That email has enormous potential value, but it's not solid proof yet. First thing you need to do is ensure digital integrity. That means you can't forward it, copy it, or manipulate the file in any way. I need you to keep it exactly as it is, on your server.”
	— 	“It's already saved in the inbox,” I said.
	— 	“Perfect. Now, the second thing: I need you to export it in the original .eml format, with all the metadata intact. Headers, sending IP, intermediate servers… everything. That's what will let us prove in court that the email hasn't been fabricated.”


Mónica frowned.

	— 	“Inspector… I'm not sure we know how to do that.”
	— 	“Don't worry. I'll walk you through it,” he replied, his tone unchanged. “But understand this: if you only bring me a screenshot or copied text, that's worthless. The judge will throw it out. We need to prove the digital chain of custody.”
	— 	“And after that?” I asked.


Salcedo took a deep breath before answering:

	— 	“After that, we need a computer forensics expert from the Central Cybercrime Unit to certify the message's authenticity. That will lock down the evidence. And with any luck, it'll let us pull the thread: trace the IP, link it to organized crime networks from the East… and, most importantly, prove that Patricia was involved in organizing the crime.”


Mónica couldn't contain herself:

— 

“And how do you prove she's the one who wrote it and not someone else who got into her email?”

Salcedo responded with a coldness that made my blood run cold:

	— 	“With the access history. Every time an email is opened, it logs the device and location it was accessed from. If that matches the places we know Patricia was on those dates, the trap snaps shut.”


I ran my hand over my face, dazed.

	— 	“So we need to move fast, right?”
	— 	“Faster than fast,” he said, his tone dry. “Precise. One wrong step and we don't just lose the evidence—you'll tip off those guys and this whole thing could blow back on you. These people are extremely dangerous. Nearly impossible to control.”


I looked at Mónica. Her face showed the same mix of fear and determination I felt.

— 

“Inspector,” I said finally, “tell us what we need to do right now.”

On the other end of the line, the inspector went silent for a few seconds. I thought he was processing the information, but suddenly I heard a sharp thud, as if he'd dropped a pen on the desk, and then his voice, firm and rough:

— 
“Sergio!” he bellowed. “Get in here immediately.”



The echo of his shout rang in my ear. For a moment I thought the call had dropped. Mónica's eyes went wide, and I raised my eyebrows in silent surprise.

A murmur in the background, hurried footsteps, and then another voice, younger, quicker:

— “What's going on, boss?”



Salcedo didn't waste time on introductions.

	— 	“These are the people from that case I told you about—the ex-wife situation. They've got a suspicious email, and I need you to tell them exactly what to do so we don't screw up the evidence.”


This Sergio guy responded with methodical calm, reciting the protocol from memory:

	— 	“Okay. Listen carefully. First: don't delete anything, don't forward anything, don't touch anything in that email at all. Just open the option for 'show full headers' or 'show message source.' That gives me the origin IPs, the intermediate servers, the digital fingerprint. Are you following me?”
	— 	“Yes... I think so,” Mónica answered nervously.
	— 	“Is it done?” Mónica said yes, and the officer continued, “Save the email in its native format. In Gmail, Outlook, or whatever, there's always an option to 'export' or 'download as .eml.' I need that file with all the metadata intact. If you bring us a screenshot or a copy-paste, you're bringing us garbage.”


I nodded, even though they couldn't see me.

— 
“And how do we get it to you?” I asked.



In the background we heard Salcedo:

— 
“Chain of custody is vital, Sergio, don't screw it up!”



The officer responded without flinching:

	— 	“Exactly. Forwarding it by email or WhatsApp won't work. You have to bring it in person. Anyway, first we're going to do it ourselves, and once we have the evidence secured, you can bring the laptop whenever you're ready so we can extract the document too. Do you have a new flash drive, one that's never been used? That's preferable. I'll clone it in the forensic lab and we'll certify it hasn't been tampered with.”


Mónica squeezed my hand. It was sweaty.

— 
“And would that be enough?” she asked, her voice tense.



Sergio snorted, surprised by the naivety of the question:

— 

“No. Nothing's ever enough. But with that, things would start to smell fishy.”

Salcedo spoke up again:

	— 	“Did you hear that? Do exactly what Sergio told you. No more, no less. This isn't a game anymore, Fernando. If we mess up, it's all over.”


The laptop screen still showed the open message. My body was trembling a little, not so much from the cold coffee sitting on the table as from the feeling of being about to touch something that could explode in our hands. Mónica took a deep breath and locked eyes with me. She grimaced. “Now we have to preserve it exactly. If we screw up...” The sentence hung in the air.

We started. First we opened the option that showed the email's full header. It took us several seconds to find the command buried in menus that always felt foreign to us. The screen filled with cryptic lines: servers, routes, identifiers. Mónica frowned, reading aloud fragments I barely understood. Sergio guided us through each step.

— 
“There's the IP,” he said. “And there should be an intermediate relay.”



I could barely make sense of the technical jargon, but I understood the weight of what we were doing. I felt a mixture of relief and fear.

	— 	“Okay,” I murmured. “It's ready.”
	— 	“Take it slow,” Sergio instructed. “Don't double-click on the file once it's on the flash drive. That can modify the access index.”


We gathered everything and headed to the police station. Outside, the cold air snapped us back to reality. No one on that ordinary morning could have suspected we were carrying evidence in the car that could blow a case wide open.

The station buzzed with an energy completely different from the day before. Salcedo was waiting for us in the meeting room, jacket unbuttoned, his face showing he was already working through the angles. Sergio arrived five minutes later. He looked at us with something like respect.


“Bring it,” Salcedo said as soon as he saw us.



We took out the envelope gingerly, almost reverently. “Good,” he said. “Let’s go to the lab. I’ve got the forensic kit.”

Salcedo, who had been standing back and watching, looked at us with a mix of sternness and relief.


“What can you tell me, Sergio?” he asked.



Sergio spoke quickly but clearly: “The header contains an IP that isn’t your typical residential address—it routes through several relays. Could be remote servers or proxies in Eastern Europe. If we can get the first relay provider to hand over their logs, we’ll be able to see the real source IP, or at least the entry point. That requires a court order.”

		“Good,” Salcedo said. “That’s exactly what we’re going to do. I’ll file the request with the court for the relay records and access logs for the email account. But understand this: until we get a response from the judge, we can’t make a move. If these people catch wind of anything, they’ll vanish.”


Mónica listened, jaw clenched. “How long will it take?” she asked, her voice caught between helplessness and urgency.

		“Depends on the judge,” Sergio replied. “Could be quick if there’s a risk of evidence being destroyed. Otherwise, we’re looking at days. But we’ll work in parallel—I’ll cross-reference the information against the database of flagged IPs and see if anything hits.”


When we left the station, the exhaustion hit us twice as hard. All that pent-up tension released at once, and we sat down on a bench to rest. For a few minutes, neither of us spoke. Mónica leaned her head against my shoulder, visibly drained.
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The long-awaited call came at noon, while we were finishing a cold sandwich in the kitchen. Our stomachs were knotted with nerves. The phone vibrated on the table and Salcedo's name lit up the screen. I felt my muscles tense before I answered.

“Fernando,” the inspector said, his voice rushed, “I've spoken with the Court. We have authorization.”

For a second the room went blank: Salcedo's voice seemed to come from very far away and, at the same time, filled everything.

		“Authorization for what exactly?” I asked, trying to keep my voice from betraying the tremor running through me.


		“For what we discussed,” he answered without beating around the bush. “To set up the wiretap with official equipment at the meeting. You won't need to use your phone or risk using homemade gear. The police will handle the installation and recording. If there's a solid confession, we'll make the arrest on the spot.”


The idea that they would handle the technical side left me torn: relief at the procedural safeguards, and fear at the gravity of the step we were about to take.

		“And the equipment?” I asked. “What does that involve?”
		“Don't worry about that. The Technological Crimes Unit handles it,” Salcedo replied curtly. “They'll bring certified equipment and station an officer from the brigade in the room. Everything documented and under chain of custody. Whatever they capture will be perfectly admissible in court.”


I stayed silent. The weight of preparing that conversation and waiting for her to unmask herself crushed me. But the idea that the police would be ready to move the moment she crossed the line gave me a strange comfort.

I took a deep breath and told him what I'd been mulling over since morning:

“I'll set up the meeting. I'll go alone. I don't want Mónica involved in this. If things go wrong, she'd be in danger.”

There was a small sound, some shift I sensed even through his voice:

		“Good,” Salcedo said. “I understand you want to keep her out of it. But listen carefully: don't get caught up in her games. Go in, keep the conversation going, and if everything goes as we expect, we'll act. We bring the equipment, we do the recording. Don't try to record on your own, don't take risks. If we need to arrest her, trained personnel will handle it on the spot.”


I nodded, though the inspector couldn't see me. Deep down I knew that, beyond the technical details and legal formalities, one intimate decision remained: to set the trap and wait for the woman who was destroying us to talk.

		“All right,” I finally said. “I'll call her, I'll get the meeting. The rest is in your hands.”
		“Done,” Salcedo confirmed. “Send me the time and place. Don't improvise. Don't change anything. And Fernando—be careful. This isn't just an operation. It's dangerous, both professionally and personally.”


We hung up. I counted to ten in silence, trying to calm myself enough to talk to Mónica. She looked at me, reading the outcome of the call on my face. She opened her mouth to ask, but I silenced her with a look. It wasn't time for words; it was time to prepare the meeting and accept that this, finally, was going to decide something.

I wanted to prepare the call to set the bait, and instantly my mind filled with mental maps: what to say, where to meet, what approach to take. We sat at the kitchen table, midday light streaming in, and began to map out the plan with the same mixture of caution and courage that had brought us this far.

		“I'll call her,” I said firmly. “I'll tell her I want to make a deal. That if she stops screwing with us, there'll be money in it for her. That she should close the chapter and move on. I'll offer her a way out of her money problems. I'll set up the meeting and then provoke her. She never could resist a provocation—she always has to have the last word.”


Mónica looked at me, her eyes locked on mine, sizing up the proposal and its risks.

		“An agreement for money?” she repeated, her tone almost theatrical. “Don't you think that could sound like blackmail and drag us down too?”


I shook my head quickly.

		“I'm not blackmailing her. It's the opposite—I'm accepting her blackmail. It's a trick to get her to come, to give her an excuse and let her guard down. I'm not going to threaten her. I'll give her the chance to explain herself and settle this with money. What matters is that she comes out of hiding and sits down across from me.”


She let out a deep sigh, and then the practical doubts started coming out.

		“I think it's better if you do it somewhere crowded,” she suggested. “A big bar, a busy terrace. Cameras, witnesses, movement. Somewhere she can't pull her private theatrics… Better if she doesn't control the environment.”


I liked that idea. I pictured it: a bright café, tables out on the sidewalk, cameras on the building. The safety of a public place appealed to me.

		“Okay, but I'll go into the meeting alone,” I said, trying to settle it. “I don't want you there. It's not fair for you to put yourself at risk or have to face her. I'll be the bait and the fake victim. You stay out of it.”


Mónica frowned. Her first response was firm.

		“I don't want to just sit on the sidelines. We're in this together. I don't like the idea of you going alone to set a trap for the woman who's hurt us so much. What if she gets violent? What if she attacks you? You know Patricia has lost control. I want to be there, close by. Not because I don't trust you, but because I don't trust her.”


We didn't raise our voices; the discussion was a back-and-forth of concerns, arguments, and fears, with the restrained intensity of two people who respect each other.

		“If you go in alone,” I argued calmly, “it'll be more believable. She knows you. She'll see you came alone and let her guard down. If I show up, she'll take it as a provocation. Besides, the police will be outside, keeping a low profile. If things go south, they'll move in. It's the way to protect both of us.”
		“And I'm telling you that your idea of protection sounds a lot like isolation,” she replied, looking at me with a mix of tenderness and frustration. “I can't just sit back knowing you're going in alone to talk to her.”


The tension rose a little, but we kept it civil. We both knew the argument wasn't about winning—it was about working things out. Our words balanced caution and courage in equal measure.

We paused. Drank some water, looked out the window. I made a decision:



“Listen: I'll go to the table alone. I don't want to talk about it anymore. Salcedo prefers it that way too.”

Mónica let my words hang for a few seconds. Her hands fidgeted with the edge of the glass, and that nervous gesture told me she was wavering.


“All right,” she finally said, lowering her eyes.



She nodded. She allowed herself a small, tired smile that hit me right in the chest.

		“Good. So here's the plan: I'll call her to offer 'a solution,' arrange to meet at a busy bar. We'll sit at a table. The police will be ready outside. I'll explain the deal I'm proposing, then provoke her until she snaps. I'll give her room to talk and let it all out. The police will record the conversation legally. If she opens her mouth and spills what she needs to spill, it's over.”
		“Perfect,” she said. “Don’t push her too hard. I know the temptation is strong, but don’t let her feel like it’s a trap. Patricia is very smart. If you need to, let her take the lead so she feels comfortable.”


Mónica looked at me with those serious eyes she rarely showed.

		“And one more thing,” she added, her voice low. “If for any reason the police can’t intervene and you sense your life is in danger, don’t hesitate: get out. It’s a meeting, not a war. Your safety comes first.”


The agreement left us both calmer, now that we’d put the boundaries into words. We made lists: what to say, what not to say; what clothes to wear to look normal; what gesture would be the signal. We practiced the phrases in front of the mirror—ridiculous, but effective. We laughed for a moment, breaking the tension, because laughing takes the edge off fear.

Everything came together into a plan that moved us forward with deliberate slowness. As we closed the notebook where we’d written down the steps, we looked at each other, and no more words were needed. The pact was made: we would act within the law, with caution, and with just enough fear to stay alive and together.

From the police station, I called Patricia on my cell phone. Salcedo and part of his team were listening in, expectant.

Dialing her number, I felt my throat tighten into a knot that had nothing to do with the early hour or the cold coffee on the table. I had to take three deep breaths before my finger stopped trembling and my voice could come out with the calculated ease I’d practiced. Mónica watched me from across the room; her silence gave me the steadiness to begin.



“Hello, Patricia,” I said, letting my voice sound softer than usual. “It’s Fernando.”

There was a pause. I caught the little throat-clearing she always did before speaking—a habit of hers that left me vulnerable again, though I tried not to let it affect me.



“Fernando…” she answered. “I wasn’t expecting your call. What do you want?”

I kept the conciliatory tone we’d rehearsed: calm, no accusations, an offer wrapped in composure.

		“I wanted to talk to you. All this is eating everyone alive and… I think there’s a way to end it quietly. I’m offering you a financial solution so we can put this behind us. A payment, an agreement, no scandals. All I ask is that you leave us in peace. Let’s rebuild our lives. We both deserve it. Let’s stop all this hatred, Patricia.”


The pause that followed was long. I could tell she was weighing her options. Patricia was quick with numbers and emotional calculus—she always measured how much she could get out of any situation.

		“A payment?” she asked, controlling her surprise. “You’re proposing to give me money in exchange for leaving you alone?”
		“Yes,” I said without hesitation. “I don’t want to threaten you. I’m here to offer you a way out. Let’s meet at a café downtown and talk in person. Face to face is better for clearing the air.”


She let out a slight laugh, with that edge of hers that mixed contempt and curiosity.

		“A café downtown?” she repeated, as if testing the idea. “Which one?”
		“The one in Plaza Mayor, the one with tables inside and on the terrace. The one we used to go to when we were married. Does that work for you?”


She took a bit longer to answer. She didn’t want to seem too eager or too interested; I needed her to believe she was accepting an offer she could exploit.

		“Ten o’clock works for me,” she finally said. “Plaza Mayor. And bring the money. You know I don’t make a move without guarantees. What amount were you thinking?”
	— 	“I haven’t thought of a number.”
	— 	“How much is your peace and quiet worth to you?”
	— 	“Patricia… I’m not rich. I’ve been out of work for a year…”
	— 	“A hundred thousand.” Her voice was firm.
	— 	“Seventy-five. A hundred thousand is insane.” I haggled to keep it from looking too obvious.


She went quiet for a few seconds, weighing the offer. She didn’t rush to respond. Finally, she accepted—but demanded cash.

My stomach did a little flip: I’d gotten her to accept. Now the key was not to lose my grip, not to go off-script.

— 
“Perfect,” I confirmed. “Ten o’clock. We’ll talk there.”



We hung up almost simultaneously. I felt a fleeting sense of relief: the call had worked, but the real test would be keeping my composure when I was face to face with her.

I looked at Salcedo. At the back of the room, Monica exhaled with relief.

— 

“Inspector,” I said. “She took the bait. Plaza Mayor, Cafetería de las Terrazas, ten o’clock.”

Beside me, Salcedo’s voice turned sharp—the authority of someone who knew this could change everything.

	— 	“Perfect. No improvising. We’ll have an undercover team with tech equipment on the adjacent terrace and two plainclothes officers inside. We’ve got you covered. Keep the conversation neutral. Understood?”


I answered, my voice dry.

	— 	“Understood. Just let her talk.”
	— 	“Good,” Salcedo said. “Keep your eyes on her, and above all, remember—if things get dangerous, you pull out immediately and signal us. We’ll handle the rest.”


For a second I felt empty and full at once: empty because of everything that was about to happen; full because I was finally setting in motion what we’d worked for. I looked at Monica. Her face was pale, but her eyes held a mixture of pride and fear. No complaints, no reproaches—just the quiet resolve that had sealed our pact.

She came to me and took my hands, gripping them tight. We’d reached the point of no return, and that grip said more than words ever could.

— “Be careful,” she murmured. “And come back.”



I squeezed her hands one last time, fighting the tremor rising inside me, and headed off to prepare: neutral clothes, practiced calm, the rehearsed story. The trap was set, and I was walking into it with the only weapon I had left: the truth.
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They warned me it would be quick and professional. Before I left the house, two agents from the Technological Crimes Unit came to see me: professional, no-nonsense men with the efficiency of people who make routine into ritual, accustomed to what for me was a full-blown adventure that had kept me awake all night. They asked me to stay still, gestured for me to open my jacket, and with measured movements, placed a small device under the fabric, attached to the lining, in a spot where it wouldn't bother me or be visible. They didn't give me any technical instructions; they just said, in a low voice and with the authority of people who know their way around the legal system:

	— 	“Don't touch anything, keep the conversation natural, and above all, don't get nervous. If the other party confesses to something incriminating, we'll collect the evidence and take action.”


The whole thing was brief, no ceremony: a seal, a signature on a chain-of-custody form they handed me, the promise that everything would be recorded by the police and, if necessary, verified by digital forensics. Sergio confirmed everything was under control with a handshake. I felt a hollow relief in my chest: it didn't depend on my technical ability, only on my self-control.

I left with the strange sensation of carrying something attached to my body that would turn me into a witness embedded in my own trap. The device was invisible and, for that very reason, powerful: it guaranteed that whatever happened wouldn't be lost to memory or the slipperiness of words.

The drive to Plaza Mayor felt like a ridiculous choreography: honking horns, sudden braking, poorly timed accelerations. The city pulsing around me with its usual indifference. I entered the café we had chosen; the place was full of people at that hour: tables buzzing with casual conversation, the clink of coffee cups against porcelain, the hum of cars outside. I ordered a coffee and sat at a table facing the plaza—the one we'd chosen so there would be foot traffic. I positioned myself with my back to the wall, the posture they'd suggested so I wouldn't look nervous.

I looked around with the attention of someone searching for signs in an unfamiliar place. I tried to spot any of the plainclothes officers—some gesture out of place, a gaze that lingered too long. But the police had done their job so discreetly that I saw nothing to give them away. There were no conspicuous vehicles or cars with visible insignia; no silhouette that would raise alarm. The agents were there, blended into the scene, invisible by virtue of their ordinariness. They wore ordinary clothes—browns and sweaters—and sat or leaned in spots where their presence wouldn't stand out.

Not being able to locate them left me with a mixture of helplessness and comfort. Helplessness because I wanted to at least see a familiar face that would reassure me; comfort because their invisibility was the best guarantee that everything would play out without anyone noticing. I felt my heart pounding in my throat and took a deep breath to try to slow it down. The seconds crawled by with agonizing slowness. I ordered another coffee, trying to sound indifferent, and glanced at the plaza clock. Any glance could be hers; any couple could include an undercover officer. But I couldn't pick them out.

In that daze, the city went on with its business: couples laughing, a delivery guy crossing the plaza with his backpack, a tourist snapping photos. All that ordinariness contrasted sharply with the tension pressing down on me. I struggled to grasp that this normalcy was the best disguise; the more the agents blended in, the more effective the trap would be.

I settled in, placing my hands on the table without any sudden movements, and repeated the instructions to myself: stay calm, let her talk, wait. Not being able to spot the officers ended up having a double effect: it forced me to trust what I'd signed at the station and, at the same time, left me alone with the feeling that anyone entering the plaza could change the course of that morning.

My second coffee had already gone cold. Almost an hour had passed since the scheduled meeting time, and the seat across from me was still empty. Every time someone came through the café door, my heart lurched, then sank when I saw it was just students, office workers, or couples looking for a warm corner. Anxiety was creeping under my skin like a fever.

I shifted in my chair, fidgeted with the spoon, tried to find some sign in the room: a discreet gesture from an undercover officer, a look that would tell me, “Relax, we're here.” But nothing.

At that moment, my phone vibrated on the table. Mónica's name appeared on the screen. I answered almost with relief, hoping her voice would bring some calm. How wrong I was!

— 
“Mónica, she's not showing up…” I said, trying to sound calm.



But on the other end, her voice was a broken whisper, charged with tension.

— 

“Fernando…” She took a deep breath, as if struggling to speak. “Patricia is here. She's at my house.”

The silence that followed hit me like a blow to the chest. The café blurred around me.

— 

“What do you mean she's at your house?” I asked, my voice barely a thread, with a tremor I couldn't hide.

Mónica didn't respond right away. I could hear her closing a door, moving stealthily. When she spoke again, her voice was even lower, as if she feared someone might hear her from the next room.

	— 	“She showed up a while ago… I don’t know how. She must have had a key to my apartment, from when she lived here. She’s… she’s very calm, too calm. Fernando, you have to come. She says she doesn’t like talking about these things in a café. Says she’ll only close the deal here.”


I froze. I looked around the café without seeing anything. Every instinct screamed at me to run, but part of me knew that any hasty move could ruin everything: the operation, the evidence, Mónica’s safety.

— 

Mónica, listen… don’t do anything. Stay calm. Don’t provoke her. I’m on my way.

My voice came out low, controlled, but my trembling hands betrayed the tension. She took a deep breath on the other end.

“Please, hurry.”



The call ended. I stood up from the table, unsure what to do next, feeling the device under my jacket weigh a ton.

I stood there by the table when it hit me: Salcedo would have heard everything. The device under my shirt was still transmitting, and Mónica’s trembling voice, the chill in her words, had carried through to the police van that was supposedly monitoring the operation.

I looked around again, senses heightened. At one of the tables in the back, a burly man stopped stirring his coffee and stood up immediately, striding out with quick steps. Near the bar, a woman who’d been pretending to read the newspaper folded it clumsily, even dropping her spoon on the floor, and headed for the door with a tense expression. Another, who’d been typing on a laptop, slammed the lid shut and practically ran out.

Then I understood: I wasn’t alone. I never had been. The police were there, blending in among the customers. And now, hearing the call, they were springing into action, abandoning their cover without hesitation to go where they were really needed: Mónica’s place.

A blast of cold air hit me as the door opened and closed behind them. The café was suddenly, strangely empty. The hidden earpiece crackled, and I heard Salcedo’s firm voice:

	— 	“Fernando, stay calm. We heard her. You’re not alone. We’re on our way to the residence. Keep your phone on you.”


I pressed the phone against my ear, my pulse still racing.

— 

I can’t stay here —I said through clenched teeth, barely containing my rage—. It’s Mónica. She’s with her right now.

A brief silence, broken only by the crackle of the police radio in the background. Then Salcedo, dry but human:

	— 	“I know. And I understand what you’re feeling. But listen: Patricia is unstable. She could be violent. We don’t know what state she’s in. If you go in without our backup, you could ruin everything. Give us a few minutes. We’re moving into position.”


I left the café without paying, heart hammering in my throat, paralyzed by anguish. The street air hit my face like a slap. The city bustled on obliviously—cars and people walking as if nothing was happening. I was running with an urgency that didn’t fit that everyday scene.

The earpiece vibrated again.

	— 	“Fernando, can you hear me?” It was a different voice, not Salcedo’s—maybe another agent from the team.
	— 	“Yes,” I panted, walking quickly toward the car parked on the corner.
	— 	“Keep moving toward Mónica’s address, but don’t go in without us. We’re already diverting units.”


Each word pierced me, and yet I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was moving too slowly, that every passing second was an eternity in which Patricia, with her poisonous calm, could be doing something irreversible.

I opened Mónica’s car door with clumsy hands and dropped into the seat. The steering wheel trembled under my sweaty fingers.

I peeled out with a screech of tires and had barely gone a few yards when Salcedo’s voice came through the earpiece again. This time it sounded different: deeper, more authoritative.

— 

“Fernando, listen carefully. Don't make any decisions on your own. Stay calm.”

I gripped the steering wheel so hard my knuckles turned white.

— 

“Inspector, don't tell me to stay calm,” I spat, my voice breaking. “Mónica is alone with her!”

There was a second of silence on the other end, as if he were processing what I'd said. Then the commanding tone returned, sharp but steady:

	— 	“We're less than five minutes from the address. Do you hear me?”
	— 	“Yes, I hear you, damn it!”




I turned onto the main avenue. The traffic lights seemed to last forever. Every instinct screamed at me to run them, but I remembered Salcedo's warning. If the traffic police stopped me, I'd lose minutes I didn't have.

	— 	“Fernando, when you get there, don't enter the building. Stay in the car with the engine running. Keep this line open. As soon as we have eyes on the situation, I'll let you know.”


I floored it, passing a taxi that honked indignantly.

— 

“Inspector…” I said, fighting to keep my voice steady. “What if Patricia turns violent before you get there?”

The response was blunt, no room for argument:

	— 	“That won't happen. We'll be inside before then. If you go in, the situation could spiral out of control. And remember, Fernando: Patricia isn't just some scorned woman. You've already seen what she's capable of.”


I'd pushed Mónica's car as hard as I could on the M-30, then driven like a madman through Madrid's congested streets, cursing the drivers blocking intersections and the gridlock heading toward Mónica's place. Even so, her apartment was a long way from downtown where I'd arranged to meet Patricia, so the clock read quarter past twelve when I burst into the building lobby, breath ragged, heart pounding out of control. An officer tried to hold me back, but she couldn't stop me.

I shoved the door open so hard it slammed against the wall and echoed down the hallway. My breath came in ragged gasps, and what I saw froze my blood.

Patricia was sitting in the living room armchair as if she owned the place. Legs crossed, body upright with studied elegance. She wore a red dress that looked brand new, fitted to her figure like a glove, and black heels that tapped rhythmically against the floor.

Her blonde hair was perfectly styled, falling over her shoulders with an almost metallic shine, and her makeup highlighted crimson lips that looked sculpted. She was radiant, yes, but not in any warm or inviting way—she radiated a dark, poisonous magnetism, like those beautiful flowers that hide venom beneath their petals.

She looked at me with a half-smile dripping with arrogance, not bothering to get up. This wasn't the broken, victimized Patricia I'd seen begging for help. This woman wore a mask of restrained malice, of calculated coldness. Her eyes, locked on mine, burned with a cruel gleam, as if she were savoring the pain she could inflict on me.

In that moment, I understood I wasn't facing a scorned ex-wife or a betrayed lover—I was facing a predator on her own turf.

I felt a faint buzzing in my ear, barely perceptible, and Salcedo's voice came through clearly, though now it was a hushed murmur:

	— 	“Fernando, we're inside. All exits are covered. Officers are guarding the main door and the back exits. Stay calm. If everything stays quiet, we continue the operation as planned. I repeat, proceed with the plan.”


I swallowed hard, not taking my eyes off Patricia. She had no idea about the voice in my ear, and that repulsive smile never wavered.

My heart pounded against my chest, but I forced my hands to stay still. I had to appear calm, even as tension coiled inside me. I could feel Mónica's gaze from across the room—her eyes found mine, trembling, waiting for some signal that everything was okay.

The scene seemed frozen. Patricia, so upright, so self-possessed, radiated a magnetism that made my skin crawl. Mónica's silk robe peeked out beneath the coat she'd hastily thrown on. And I, with Salcedo's voice pulsing in my ear, understood that every word, every gesture from this point forward could be decisive in unmasking her.

I cleared my throat.

— 

“Patricia…” I said, keeping my voice measured. “Why did you come here? We were supposed to meet at the café.”

She arched an eyebrow, amused, as if the very idea of having this conversation here was a joke. She stared at me with that crooked smile she’d always worn during arguments—a smile that didn’t radiate warmth or joy, but contempt and smugness. She set her phone face-down on the table and, without getting up, delivered her line in a tone half ironic, half mocking:

— 

“You don’t talk about money in a place like this, Fernando. You need to have more class.”

The way she said it was infuriating; the word “class” sounded like theatrical reproach, chosen to humiliate. She dug her heels into the wood floor and toyed with a curl of her hair, that seductive smile never leaving her face.

	— 	“Whatever you say,” I responded, slipping into the voice we’d rehearsed: neutral, conciliatory. “I didn’t come to argue about etiquette. I came to offer you a way out.”


She laughed—a sarcastic, theatrical laugh.

	— 	“I’m glad you’ve finally understood how things stand,” she said, enunciating each word with deliberate calm. “I’m glad you’ve finally understood that you couldn’t erase me from your life like a cigarette butt. I told you, I wasn’t going to allow it.”


Her gaze locked onto mine. It conveyed a cold satisfaction, the pleasure of someone who had moved all the pieces and now surveyed the board in victory. Mónica, off to one side, pressed her lips together until they went white; I could see her hand trembling slightly on the edge of the table.

	— 	“What do you mean by ‘how things stand’?” I asked, steering the conversation toward territory we needed to tread carefully.


Patricia leaned back, and the light on her face accentuated the hardness of her features. She spoke with cold detachment:

	— 	“That it wasn’t going to come free for you, Fernando. That there were ways to resolve this quietly, but fairly. That there are ways to cut ties that have become inconvenient without having to run away.”


The air grew colder. In my ear, I caught the almost imperceptible beep of the earpiece: Salcedo, breathing on the other end, calm, ready. The tension forced me to measure every syllable.

	— 	“I’m not here to pass moral judgment,” I said in a low voice. “I’m offering you an alternative. Money to make this go away.”


She let out a sigh that sounded almost amused:

	— 	“How wonderfully clever you’ve turned out,” she said with a bitter laugh. “You think things can be bought like that, with envelopes and nice words. How naive. But look…” She leaned in a little, and for the first time her voice lost its detachment, becoming sharp and precise. “If you really want to negotiate, learn the lesson first: you don’t play games with me, Fernando. You should know that.”


Sarcasm dripped from everything she said: she made it clear that she controlled the vocabulary of power. She savored her superiority and, in her eyes, I could see the pleasure of watching me forced to beg.

Mónica clenched her jaw; she couldn’t take the tension anymore and, without daring to stand up, murmured something I couldn’t make out. Patricia glanced at her, indifferent, then turned back to me with a smile that no longer bothered to hide the contempt.

	— 	“I’m flattered you came with a proposal,” she said in a low voice, almost confidential. “But if we’re going to settle this, we have to do it right. Understand?”
	— 	“Do you want the money or not?”


She smiled:

	— 	“Maybe I do. Maybe I don’t. It depends on what you mean by ‘leaving me alone.’ Sometimes peace has a price, and sometimes peace has conditions. In this case, the price has changed. It’s not just about leaving you alone anymore. Now there’s another little player in the equation…” she said, looking at Mónica the way you’d look at a coffee stain on your shirt.


The way she said it seemed to shut down any possibility of immediate negotiation. She didn’t deny or accept; she was staking out her territory. Her tone carried the satisfaction of someone with room to maneuver, watching her victim yield to necessity.

	— 	“The price has changed,” she insisted calmly. “It’s not just for one anymore. There are two of you now. You want me to leave you both alone, right? Well, that costs more.”


I heard Mónica snort. Patricia looked at her with absolute contempt. I tried not to let my laugh sound accusatory; it came out tense, humorless.

— 
“Not a chance,” I responded. “I’m not giving in to your blackmail.”



Patricia leaned back slightly and fixed me with a look that wasn’t meant to negotiate—it was meant to crush. She smiled, and that smile held no trace of interest, only calculation.

	— 	“Not pay me what I’m owed?” she repeated. “Then we’ll have a problem. Because I don’t plan to let you two breathe easy. I love making noise. And besides, I have time.”


She allowed herself a theatrical pause, letting the word “time” hang in the air. Mónica clenched her fists under the blanket, trying not to betray the storm raging inside her. I felt blood pounding in my temples, a heat threatening to ignite in my throat. I was tempted to stand up, grab her, choke those words back down her throat. The earpiece vibrated in my ear—Salcedo, restrained, reminding us not to lose our cool.

	— 	“What do you mean, ‘I have time’?” I asked, colder now. “You’re going to—what? Show up in our lives every other day, spread rumors, and…?”


She let out a short laugh—the kind that isn’t meant to be funny, but devastating.

	— 	“I don’t just show up,” she answered slowly. “I can close doors. I can open others. I can make you doubt your safety—and the safety of people who matter to you. I don’t need to shout for everything to change. Sometimes a note is enough, a call at the right moment, an insinuation. Sometimes all it takes is putting a photograph in the right hands.”


There it was. For the first time, words that hinted and threatened. Patricia was starting to get angry, which was exactly what we needed.

	— 	“I won’t allow it,” I said, my voice finally tight with real anger. “I’m not going to negotiate blackmail, threats, or extortion.”


Patricia shook her head, amused.

	— 	“How honorable,” she murmured. “What a hero. But honor doesn’t pay bills or erase scars. And besides… who do you think I am? The Patricia who cried because she’d lost everything? Yes, I’ve lost things. But I’ve gained other resources. And I’m not ashamed to use them.”


Her language was direct, without euphemisms; she spoke of “resources.” The threat needed no flourishes. Coming from her, everything sounded practical: procedures, consequences, efficiency.

Mónica, for the first time since we’d entered her house, spoke without carefully controlling her breath:

	— 	“You’re not going to wreck our lives just for the sick satisfaction of it,” she said firmly, though her mouth trembled. “You don’t know what you’re dealing with.”


Patricia looked at her for an instant, her expression caught between surprise and annoyance. “You?” she replied. “You bring back memories. You amuse me. You think you’re morally clean. I love that you’re the voice of innocence. But you’re wrong: I remember everything.”

Salcedo let out a breath and reminded me in a low voice of the caution that had kept us going: “Wait for the right moment.”

I leaned forward and spoke slowly:

		“Are you going to use that money to hire hitmen to beat one of us up? Are we two of your 'loose ends' now?”


Silence fell instantly. Patricia’s eyes went wide—a look that tried to pass for offended—and then she let out a short laugh that failed to hide her shock. But she knew how to play the game; her face quickly settled into a studied expression of disbelief.

		“Hitmen?” she repeated, her voice a mix of mockery and anger. “What an imagination, Fernando. Do you really think I’d stoop to that?”
		“You paid someone to hurt Diego, Alonso, and Adrián too.”


She gave me a cold look, made an elegant dismissive gesture, and responded with cutting calm:

		“I haven’t paid anyone to beat anyone up. You need to rein in that imagination of yours, Fernando. Don’t underestimate me.”
		“Diego knows it was you. He didn’t make it up. He’s pointing the finger right at you.”


Patricia let out a short laugh. She leaned back in the armchair, crossed her legs with calculated elegance, and shook her head.

		“Diego?” she replied with feigned surprise. “Poor Diego. Always so dramatic. He doesn’t have the slightest proof. Nothing. And you know what happens when someone points fingers without proof: you end up looking like a lunatic. The police already investigated, and they found nothing on me.”
		“And Adrián’s accident?” I pressed. “Was it just a coincidence that he crashed coming down the mountain pass? Another coincidence? How convenient!”


This time her smile faltered; I caught it. She absorbed the blow, but recovered with her usual skill.

		“How dramatic you are,” she said. “People have accidents. Maybe he was going too fast.”
		“What pisses you off,” Mónica said, her eyes locked on Patricia, “is that you got used to a life where everyone applauded you. Now you have to survive, come back down to earth. Your days of wine and roses are over, and that pisses you off. The dethroned queen… I’ll be the one living in a mansion with a pool, the one attending parties full of luxury and glamour, the one who’ll live like a queen while you rot in a shitty apartment in a shitty neighborhood…”


Patricia took a fraction of a second to react to Mónica’s provocation. She sprang to her feet. Her hand shot up and the slap cracked against Mónica’s cheek, piercing the silence and leaving a long echo.

Mónica raised her hand to her face, stunned for a second, and her eyes blazed with fire instead of surprise. Patricia, her composure shattered, exploded:

		“Don’t you dare speak to me in that tone, bitch!” she shouted, and the word came out hard, without the veneer of irony; it sounded primitive and cruel.


The sarcasm had vanished; no more word games, no more calculated silences—just naked rage. Her voice climbed another notch, cracking with fury, as she spat out curses and commands:



“Who do you think you are to talk to me like that? Shut up! Bed warmer…”

Mónica, her cheek flushed red, answered without flinching, and her voice—despite the blow—didn’t waver:

	— 	“You thought you were untouchable. You thought you were smarter than everyone else. You played with people however you wanted, but that’s over now—people have figured you out. Patricia the perfect is getting a new reputation: cheating, lying, manipulative bitch.”


Patricia took another step toward her, rage twisting her usual smile. The profanity started flowing freely, each word a verbal blow:

	— 	“You naive piece of shit! I can turn everything you have into nothing. Isn’t that enough? You want to play? Let’s play.”


Words weren’t enough for her. She grabbed a vase from the table and hurled it against the wall; the glass exploded in a shower that tinkled across the floor. That theatrical violence emboldened her—she saw it as a way to impose silence with noise.

She’d taken Mónica’s bait. It had worked. Rage was clouding her judgment and would strip away her caution.

	— 	“Patricia, calm down… come on,” I said, trying to appear completely relaxed to push her further over the edge. “Calm down. Nothing gets solved by shouting or hitting. If you want to talk, let’s talk. But you need to calm down.”


She looked at me with absolute contempt.

— 

“You trying to humiliate me?” she spat. “Talk is cheap, you little bitch. I act.”

Mónica’s breathing was tight; her hands trembled, but her gaze didn’t waver. With a calm that seemed to come from somewhere deep inside, she wiped her cheek with the back of her hand and, almost in a whisper that nonetheless struck Patricia like another slap, responded:

— 
“You can hit me, but that won’t change what’s coming.”



Patricia spat out another curse, stripped of theater now, stripped of refinement. The words came out hollow, each one more violent than the last.

“You know what’s going to happen, you ignorant bitch? I’ll tell you. I’m going to make sure you never sleep again for the rest of your fucking life. You won’t know when, you won’t know where, but you can be damn sure I’ll send someone to make you pay.”

A jolt shot through my body. I didn’t hesitate. My breath steadied. I looked at Patricia and asked point-blank:

— “Like Diego?”



She glared at me, first surprised by the name, then letting out that cutting laugh meant to disguise the shock. She took a deep breath and, after a pause that reeked of rage and hatred, regained her composure:

	— 	“Exactly, like Diego. Did he think what they did to me would come without a price? No. I’m not one to let things slide. And you two… you’re going to be my new favorite toys. I’ll call some friends I have in Switzerland, and one day you’ll wake up in so much pain you’ll beg to be killed. I’m going to tell them not to be as quick as they were with Diego and Alonso. I want us all to enjoy it. This time I might even be there in person. You won’t know if it’ll happen here, or in that shithole town of Mugardos, or even at mom and dad’s house in San Vicente. But rest assured, it will happen. Don’t doubt it for a second.”
	— 	“So it was you…” Mónica murmured, her eyes filled with fear. “You’re admitting it…”


Patricia didn’t hold back.

	— 	“I did it,” she said. “I paid to have that idiot taught a lesson. And now I’ll pay for you to get yours.”


It was barely a second. Time stopped. From the landing came hurried footsteps and multiple voices: “Police!” rang out through the door before the officers burst in as a unit, professional and measured. Patricia tried to stand, shock flooding her eyes. It left her frozen, stripped of the composure she’d maintained until then.

What happened next was like a movie in slow motion. Patricia reached into her purse with the calm of someone looking for a tissue, utterly indifferent. I watched her movements, my gaze fixed, not understanding why my brain was taking so long to register the threat. Mónica shouted something—I can't remember what—and time stopped.

The clasp of her purse opened and from inside came the cold gleam of a weapon. I saw the pistol in her fingers. The scene unfolded in slow motion: Patricia's mouth tightened, her eyes no longer showing irony but determination and hatred.

Someone nearby shouted, “She has a gun!” and then another voice, powerful: “Drop the weapon!” It was a chorus of voices colliding with the noise of falling furniture and hurried footsteps. I saw Salcedo take a step forward. There was no time for anything more.

The dry crack of a gunshot shattered the air. It hit me like a drumbeat: an explosion. Salcedo fell backward, surprised, eyes wide open, with no time to fall with dignity. His body hit the floor with a dull thud that echoed through the room. I saw Mónica's reaction: a scream that caught in her throat, then both hands flying to her face.

There was no transition: after the first shot came a series of rapid detonations—one, two, many—echoes chaining together, tearing through the air, sound exploding in all directions. The room filled with splatters and acrid smoke. The world became chaos: chairs falling, glass shattering, someone screaming. I couldn't count the shots because they blurred together.

I stood frozen, my heart in my throat. I scanned the room: bodies hunched over, the scene a map of confusion. When it was all over, I searched for Mónica. Our eyes met, both of us full of adrenaline, paralyzed with terror, but she was okay.

I went to her. We stayed together for a moment, in silence. Salcedo met our gaze with an expression that was beginning to look stunned. At the other end of the room, the red of Patricia's blood mingled with the red of her dress. Her beautiful pale eyes stared lifelessly at the ceiling.


Epilogue

San Vicente de la Barquera. June.

The sun sank lazily over the garden of the old family house. Summer seemed ready to arrive, clean and mild. There we were, the three of us, crouched beside the pool that had been my father’s pride for years but had lately fallen into neglect, turning into a murky pond of dead leaves and mud.

Mónica smiled, her hair pulled back in a ponytail, soaked from head to toe. Her laughter mingled with the splashing water, light and conspiratorial, as Irene sprayed her with the hose.

I scooped mud from the bottom with a shovel and emptied it into a black bag. My parents watched us from the garden chairs, completely unconcerned.

I watched them all in silence. In that pool where I had played so many times as a child, she shimmered like the promise of a new future—one without pitfalls or surprises. Irene glanced at me for a moment and smiled with that little-sister expression that said she knew everything.

THE END

If you enjoyed this story, I’d really appreciate it if you left a review on Amazon or social media. Your support is what helps me reach more readers.

You can also send me your comments, feedback, and ideas at:

selena.valente1992@gmail.com

All feedback helps me improve.


📖✨ “Want more stories just as intense? Discover Red Lines, available on Kindle Unlimited.”

Susana and Mario have a life that seems perfect: a solid marriage, financial stability, and shared dreams. But everything starts to crumble when Susana, drawn by the promise of a luxurious adventure, crosses lines she never imagined.

In Brazil, surrounded by opulent yachts, wild parties, and a couple as seductive as they are dangerous, Susana awakens to a side of herself she never knew existed, while Mario struggles with the devastation of betrayal. Desire, guilt, and the longing for deeper connection pull them into a spiral of extreme decisions that will test the foundations of their love and their own values.

Red Lines is a story of unbridled passion, of love pushed to its darkest limits, and the scars left by a desperate search for redemption. Can Mario and Susana rebuild what they once had, or are they destined to lose themselves in the abyss of their own desires?

A drama filled with sensuality, pain, and hope.
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📖✨ “Want more stories just as intense? Discover At the Limits of Desire, available on Kindle Unlimited.”

Since her adolescence, marked by difficult decisions and a dark environment, Lorena has found prostitution to be her means of survival. Over the years, she has become a sophisticated woman, desired and respected in her profession. Yet despite her success and the facade of luxury she has built, something is missing: a purpose, a reason beyond the money that fills her empty life.

When Luis, a man trapped in his own personal hell by an unfaithful and toxic woman, crosses her path, 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 linger 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 if she can build an authentic life beyond the prejudices and stigma of her past.

In this new work, Valente doesn’t shy away from tackling topics as complex as prostitution and open relationships with a direct narrative charged with erotic tension.

By pushing into the most explicit eroticism, Selena Valente has elevated her writing to a new level, leaving behind genre conventions to embrace a narrative unafraid to show the darkest and most complex aspects of human relationships. Every word, every gesture, every scene pulses with emotional and sensual intensity that no reader can ignore. The characters are not mere vessels of pleasure, but human beings with fears, insecurities, and deep desires, making this work far more than a simple love story.
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📖✨ “Want more stories just as intense? Discover What We Never Told Each Other, available on Kindle Unlimited.”

Would you dare to share the person you love? Where’s the line between desire and the abyss?

What happens when the body says yes, but the heart says no? Sonia and Luis have just turned thirty, with a stable life and a relationship that’s starting to hurt more than excite. One ordinary night, an innocent conversation… and the proposal that changes everything: opening up the relationship. What starts as a game of stolen glances, dates, and shared bodies soon becomes a roller coaster of jealousy, confessions, and impulses they can’t control.

Can love survive when you open the door to passion?

A provocative, intense, and emotional novel where eroticism isn’t just skin-deep—it’s a way to break, or save, what you thought was eternal.
A journey of sexual discovery that soon forces them to confront their own insecurities, jealousies, and expectations as they find new ways to connect—not just with each other, but with others. In an atmosphere of desire and provocation, their fantasies and fears intertwine, challenging everything they thought they knew about themselves and their relationship. The result is an exploration of jealousy and the complex nature of possession and freedom in love and sex.
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📖✨ “Want more stories just as intense? Discover Beyond the Lens, available on Kindle Unlimited.”

When beauty becomes the price of ambition.

Two young, ambitious models navigate a world of glamour and darkness. What starts as daring photo shoots soon escalates into offers that push them further, forcing them to test the limits of their bodies and their resolve.

While one plunges into a spiral of 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 this world?

When the past comes roaring back, reunion becomes inevitable. Can love survive everything that’s happened? Or will the choices they made mark their destinies forever?

A raw novel where love, sex, and decadence collide on every page.
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📚✨ “Want more stories just as intense? Discover Shadows of the Past, available on Kindle Unlimited.”

A young love shattered by a terrible lie. She was the love of his life, the woman who broke him into a thousand pieces. A story of desire, betrayal, and bad decisions. But fate, ever fickle, brought them face to face again at a friend’s wedding. Rage, resentment, and an attraction they couldn’t ignore pulled them back into a spiral of uncontrollable emotions.

Fernando had it all: success, money, recognition. But his life, perfect on the surface, was empty. Returning to his roots forced him to confront the ghosts he’d tried to forget—and the most painful of all: Nuria.

Fernando wanted to hate her, humiliate her, even forget her. But how do you forget the only woman you’ve ever loved? When he finally accepted that without her he was nothing, he had to face the hardest question of all: could he forgive?

Shadows of the Past is a story of second chances, of love that survives against all odds, and of the courage to let go of old wounds and take a chance on the future. Because sometimes, to move forward, you have to face the shadows that haunt you.
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