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Part One

	


Diego saw her walk in from his spot at the hotel bar, where he was nursing a drink after a grueling day of endless presentations and listening to pretentious salespeople drone on about their strategies.

The National Medical Sales Representatives Congress was in Cádiz that year, and despite hating the atmosphere of that particular event, he couldn’t get out of attending—his company required it.

The woman moved confidently between the tables, casting glances around as if looking for someone. For an instant their eyes met and held. Diego’s gaze traveled over her slowly, lingering on the red dress with a neckline that pushed the limits of decency, the shiny blonde hair falling down her back, her slim figure, and those high-heeled sandals that showed off her long, slender legs.

Patricia had never thought much about infidelity. Not as a moral dilemma, at least—not as something that really worried her. She saw it more as a whim. Something that happened just because, because the body is a hungry animal and sometimes the rules don’t matter.

She had spent hours at that congress listening to presentations that dragged on longer than necessary. First, a formal breakfast with boring speeches, then an analysis of the industry’s outlook, then the lectures. Presentations from various labs, marketing strategies, and the absolute certainty that whoever you were talking to was the best salesperson among the hundreds gathered there. It was always like that. Forced smiles, empty small talk. Then dinner, and finally drinks. Always drinks. And when the alcohol started doing its thing: the hunt. The invitation back to the room, the offer of an unforgettable night. Every year the same movie, with only the venue changing. Of course, she had dressed for the occasion. She wanted to draw attention. She knew she did. That was the intention, and she always succeeded.

She walked seductively in her high heels to the other end of the bar and sat on a tall stool that put her long legs on display for everyone. She knew he was watching her. She liked knowing she was desired. She ordered a red vermouth with gin and sipped it slowly, either to savor it or perhaps to prolong the moment and give him time to make up his mind.

Diego watched her from the other end of the bar. He quickly understood that their gazes had locked, and neither would let go of their prey. She knew she was being watched, and she liked it. Her gestures, her movements were proof that she was flirting with him without actually doing so. Diego knew that kind of woman, and he loved them.

When she had only a couple of sips left in the small glass, he realized she would probably leave when she finished it, and he would lose his chance. She would continue making her way through the bar until she found the lucky guy who would spend the night with her. So he signaled the bartender to serve her another on his behalf. She accepted the drink and, looking toward him, tilted her head in a slight gesture of thanks—which Diego took as his cue to approach, glass in hand. Long legs, full lips, a neckline that promised more than it should. Her skirt was too short for the occasion, but she didn’t seem to care. Neither did he.

“Good evening,” he greeted.

“Thanks for the drink.”

“You’re welcome. My pleasure.”

“Are you at the congress?”

She shrugged.

“Yeah. A bore.”

“As always. I hate this atmosphere of veiled competition. All these guys trying to prove they’re better than you.”

“You’re not one of those? You’re not going to try to convince me you’re the best rep in your field?”

“Not at all. I have no interest in pretending I’m better than anyone.” Diego drank slowly, his eyes now fixed on Patricia’s.

“Where are you from...?”

“Madrid. You?”

“Same. What a coincidence. Are you waiting for someone?”

“No.”

“When you came in, it looked like you were searching for someone.”

“Maybe I was. But no one in particular.”

“Did you find them?”

“Maybe...”

“You’re not very talkative.”

“Not today.”

“What’s special about today?”

“I’m here and I don’t feel like talking much. I hate empty chatter. It bores me.”

“Not interested?”

“What do you think?”

“I guess it’s a bit unusual that you accepted my drink.” Diego held her gaze, and when she held it right back, he knew he had her.

“No. Actually, I was hoping you would.”

“Can I ask why?”

“Because you haven’t stopped looking at me since I walked in. And because I felt like it.”

“Felt like what? Another drink?”

“I can buy my own drinks. I felt like having you come over.”

“You say that like you knew I would. Did you?”

“Of course… men are so predictable.”

“Are you an expert at picking up guys in hotels?”

“I’m not bad at it, but I’ve been around long enough to have met quite a few, and I know how you guys behave.”

“I see. Well, for your information, I’m no expert at selling medications, and I’m no expert at picking up women in bars either.”

“So what are we doing, then?”

“I don’t know; you tell me.”

“I’m just having a drink.”

“What’s your name?”

“Patricia.”

“But that’s not your real name.”

“Yes it is.”

Patricia shrugged. She noticed he was tall, with neatly cut dark hair and piercing dark eyes that had undressed her the moment he walked in, without any attempt at subtlety.

“I’m Diego.”

“All right, Diego,” she said, taking another sip.

“Want to sit at a table? It’ll be quieter. Or are you in a hurry?”

“No hurry at all.”

They got up from the stools and sat at a secluded table in the corner. The hotel bar oozed a particular kind of tired elegance. The atmosphere was artificial—too many forced toasts and polite laughter. She noticed Diego’s navy blue suit, his loosened tie, the expression of someone pretending not to be bored.

“First time at this conference?” he asked without looking directly at her.

“No. I come every year. Though the first few times, I spent the whole time running from work dinners and roundtables on ‘the importance of generating value in the visit,’” she replied, barely turning toward him, a half smile on her lips.

Diego let out a short laugh.

“So you’re a veteran then. I came because my boss thinks strategic alliances are forged here. Translation: lukewarm coffee and inflated egos.”

“Exactly,” Patricia agreed. “Everyone selling smiles like they’re thrilled to be competing with each other.”

“By the way, I work for Novartis. Cardiovascular.”

“Patricia. Lilly. Ophthalmology. Though these days we all sell the same thing with different packaging.”

“You know what the worst part is?” Diego said, lowering his voice as if confessing a minor crime. “We all pretend like anyone actually reads the whole dossier—not the doctors, not even us.”

“Look,” she said, leaning a little toward him, “if I got a dollar every time I heard ‘we need to differentiate ourselves with value propositions,’ I’d retire at forty.”

Diego studied her more closely. Patricia was playing with the orange slice in her glass, her smile never wavering. The ice tinkled like a deliberate pause.

“You don’t seem like someone who buys into that,” he said.

“No. And I certainly didn’t come here to talk about work.”

“Neither did I.”

“That’s why I sat here.”

The noise of the bar faded around them. Soft music, the muffled hum of conversations, the drifting rhythm of two people beginning to sense that, in the middle of the conference, something real might happen. A second drink led to a third. So when they finished their fourth vermouth, he asked casually:

“I have a room upstairs. Want to come up?”

Patricia shook her head.

“Come with me. Follow me.”

She stood up with studied sensuality and headed toward the bathroom. The eyes of several men locked onto her body, following her with barely contained desire. They crossed the bar, Diego walking behind her, his breath quickening, and before he could think too much about it, they were inside the bathroom. The door shut with a sharp click.

Diego felt Patricia’s hands slide up his chest until they gripped his tie, pulling him toward her. The kiss was wet, hungry. No slow caresses, no delicacy. Just the clash of mouths, gasps muffled in the cramped space, the sound of his belt buckle hitting the tiles as she unfastened it with eager fingers.

Diego’s hands slid down Patricia’s back without gentleness until they gripped her ass, squeezing brazenly, feeling the firm flesh beneath his fingers. She gasped against his mouth but didn’t protest—instead, she pressed closer, moving as if her body already knew what was coming.

The light dress rode up with a simple tug. No panties, no thong. Her skin burned under his hands, a brutal contrast to the cold tiles when he pushed her against the wall. Patricia threw her head back, lips parted, her red nails digging into his chest as he held her tighter, hungrier.

Patricia didn’t think about Fernando. Not for a second.

Her breathing deepened as he slid his fingers over the exposed skin of her thighs, feeling her body respond to his touch. She clung to his kiss, lips parted, her gaze dark and feverish. There was no tenderness in his caresses, only urgency.

Diego slid his hands under her thighs and, with one firm movement, lifted her against the wall. Patricia let out a stifled gasp, wrapping her legs around his waist, pressing her body against his in a grinding motion that drew a moan from her.

Their mouths found each other again as he pressed himself against her, feeling her tremble at every slight provocation. The tension, the heat, the forbidden thrill—everything blurred into a dizzying rush. He thrust into her without gentleness.

Patricia arched her back, her fingers gripping the nape of his neck tighter, a moan escaping her lips. Diego slid his mouth over her hot skin. His lips traced the curve of her collarbone, descending slowly, savoring each shudder, each gasp.

Patricia, breathing hard, brought her hands to the straps of her dress and slid them off her shoulders. The dress fell, revealing her small breasts with dark nipples. He kept her pinned against the wall. Diego grew hard seeing her like that, offering herself shamelessly, her stiff nipples begging for his mouth. The scene in the bathroom was pushing him to his limit. He didn't wait. He leaned in and caught one of her aroused nipples between his lips and tongue, sucking and biting with a ferocity that tore a moan from her. Patricia clung to his hair, burying her red nails in his scalp, pushing him harder against her skin, as if she wanted him to devour her completely.

There was no softness between them—only hunger. A desperate hunger. And then everything narrowed to the sound of their bodies slamming against the wall, the wet panting of their mouths, the filthy pleasure of the forbidden.

Sweat began to bead on their foreheads. They licked it off each other. Soon Patricia's moans grew louder and louder. Her nails dug into Diego's back, and a jolt shot through her from her core upward. She shuddered through an intense orgasm—dry, cold, but brutal.

Without time to recover, she crouched in front of him. His cock was completely soaked with her juices.

“You like this?” She spat directly on his cock, lust dripping from her voice, watching it run down to the base.

And then she swallowed him whole. All the way down. Until she nearly gagged. Until he hit the back of her throat and her eyes watered. Diego couldn't believe what was happening in that bathroom. He'd landed himself a filthy goddess.

He writhed, wrecked, choking on pleasure. The heat of the bathroom was suffocating, squeezing his chest, the air clinging to his skin and refusing to let go.

Patricia was on her knees, her jaw half numb.

“Has anyone ever done this better than me?”

“No one. Fuck, no one's ever done it like you,” Diego answered, eyes glazed, legs trembling.

Patricia swept her hair to one side, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, never taking her eyes off him.

“Is the room still on the table?”

“Now more than ever…”

They rode up in silence. The elevator smelled of expensive perfume and wear. Diego pressed the button for the fourth floor. Patricia didn't look at him, but she felt his presence pressed against hers like an echo of something that hadn't happened yet. She adjusted her dress and checked herself in the mirror. She smiled, but not smugly—she seemed to enjoy the unspoken control she was beginning to have over the moment.

“Sure you don't have a presentation at eight?” she asked, not moving.

“I've got an excuse ready. Something about viral gastroenteritis,” he replied, eyes never leaving her.

The elevator door opened with a muffled sound. They walked down the carpeted hallway, past warm lights and impersonal paintings on the walls. Diego pulled the keycard from his jacket pocket, swiped it through the reader on door 417, and pushed.

“After you,” he said, pushing it open all the way.

Patricia entered first. The room smelled like a good hotel—fresh cleaning and something more subtle: a vague promise floating in the air. On the perfectly made bed sat a hotel brochure and some chocolates. She dropped her purse on the armchair without asking permission, then walked to the window and pulled back the curtain slightly. The port of Cádiz stretched out beneath a pale, still moon.

“Nice view,” she murmured.

“It's better from here,” he said, leaning against the doorframe, watching her from behind.

She turned slowly. There was no rush. They kicked off their shoes almost simultaneously, as if they'd rehearsed it. Patricia walked barefoot to the bed and sat on the edge. She crossed her legs.

“So now what?” she asked. “I think I set the bar pretty high. Don't you?”

Diego didn't answer right away. He walked over and crouched in front of her, bringing himself to her level. He brushed a strand of hair from her face.

“Now I'm going to show you what good really looks like…”

She didn't stop him. Their mouths met as if they'd been calling to each other since the moment they first locked eyes. The kiss was slow, unhurried, as if they were testing each other, measuring each other, recognizing each other. Diego's hands traveled up Patricia's back while she slid her fingers along his collar.

She lay back first, then he followed. The bed creaked softly, as if it too wanted to keep the secret. Their clothes began to disappear in a blur of desire and urgency. Their breathing grew heavier, ragged. He traced her collarbone with his lips. She closed her eyes.

Her hand slid naturally toward his crotch, finding him hard beneath the fabric of his pants. She stroked him firmly, feeling him swell under her palm, drawing a soft gasp from him. Yes, he was definitely used to female attention. With that body and that confident attitude, he was surely the perfect sales rep—the kind who made every woman who saw him swoon.

But Patricia didn't care. She wasn't looking to worship him or impress him. She'd simply use him. And he had no problem with that either. It was part of the game she'd set up for tonight.

With one hand, she unbuttoned his pants before pulling them down along with his underwear. His cock sprang free, thick and throbbing, and she let her hungry gaze travel over it before wrapping her fingers around him, feeling his warmth, his weight.

With her other hand, she gathered her hair into a makeshift ponytail, holding it tight, making sure no strand fell across her face. It wasn't a coquettish or submissive gesture—it was practical, almost professional. She'd do it well. She'd make him enjoy it. But above all, she'd make him hers, at least for tonight.

Diego groaned when she stuck out her tongue and ran the tip along his entire length, wetting him, teasing him. His muscles tensed, his abs tightened under her touch, and Patricia felt a jolt of pleasure low in her stomach as she sensed the power she had over him.

“Shit, fuck…” he murmured, tilting his head back.

She smiled before opening her mouth wider and taking him in, sinking down slowly, feeling him fill her mouth, brush the back of her throat. There was no awkwardness, no hesitation. She knew exactly what she was doing, and she did it with the precision of someone who knew her own body—and men.

Diego's hand slid instinctively toward one of her breasts. Her hardened nipple under his fingers was another enticement, a temptation he would have kept exploring if not for the look she shot him.

Patricia sat up calmly, revealing her naked body—the perfect curve of her breasts, her flat stomach, her narrow hips. Her gaze burned with desire, with raw want.

Without warning, she pushed him firmly onto the bed. He fell back, surprised, then smiled—a willing accomplice to what was coming.

She smiled, but it wasn't a sweet smile. It was sharp, wicked—the smile of someone who'd decided to embrace the darkness.

She leaned over him, letting her breasts brush his face, her hardened nipples grazing his skin like a dare. She felt the subtle tremor in his breathing, the way his mouth opened slightly, wanting to catch her, taste her.

“You like that?” she whispered, rolling her hips slowly over his pelvis, feeling his hard cock trapped between the fabric still separating them.

Diego groaned beneath her, his hands running over her thighs, squeezing the firm flesh. But Patricia stopped him. She grabbed his wrists and pinned them to the bed, holding him there, immobile, while she ground against him with the deliberate rhythm of a woman who knew exactly what she was doing.

The phone vibrated on the nightstand with an insistent buzz, almost out of place amid their quickened breathing.

Patricia turned her head and reached for the phone to see the screen. “FERNANDO,” it read, with a small photo in the corner: a smiling man on a sunny terrace.

“Who is it?” Diego asked, not sitting up fully, but going still beneath her.

She hit silence without answering. The phone's glow disappeared. Then she flipped it over, leaving it face down.

“Nobody important. Not now.”

Diego looked at her, one eyebrow barely raised.

“Your boyfriend?”

“What if he is?” she replied, not bothering to feign surprise.

“Then he's calling right while you're in bed with another man,” he said, without harshness, but with something cold in his voice. “I wonder if he knows what kind of girlfriend he has.”

Patricia sat up slightly, her hair falling over one shoulder, the sheet still not covering them completely. She looked at him with a mix of disbelief and annoyance.

“Are you really going to do this now?”

“Just asking,” he said, propping an elbow on the pillow. “For him, more than for me. Poor Fernando. It'll sound corny, but something about his face in that WhatsApp photo made me feel sorry for him.”

She snorted with a lopsided smile, like someone starting to tire of a game that had promised more.

“Let me warn you, Diego from Novartis,” she said, raising her voice barely half a tone. “If you keep up the moral judge act, I'll get up, get dressed, and go back to my room. And you'll be left with the chocolates and your blue balls.”

He didn't move. He just looked at her, as if gauging how far he could push his luck. As if torn between desire and a bitter curiosity.

“Does it bother you that I'm asking?”

“No. What bothers me is that you want to turn this into something it's not. This isn't a confession. We're not here to talk about fidelity or guilt.”

“Then what is this?”

“This,” she said, taking his face in her hands, “is what happens when two adults decide they're not going to sleep alone tonight. Period.”

His eyes kept searching for something more in her. Patricia didn't look away. For a few seconds, the air grew thick. The tension was no longer just sexual. The phone vibrated again. This time she didn't look at it.

“I'm not going to answer,” she said.

Diego nodded. It wasn't his problem. His hand slid up Patricia's thigh, as if trying to pick up where they'd left off. But something had shifted—something deeper, more ambiguous. And though their bodies drew closer again, the conversation hadn't really ended...

Patricia didn't wait for him to make the first move. She climbed on top of him with the confidence of someone who doesn't ask permission or offer explanations. She guided his cock inside her and began to move. Her hips rolled slowly at first, like a silent warning.

Diego looked up at her, his hand resting on the curve of her waist.

“Does he call you this much? Every time you go to a conference? I bet he suspects his girlfriend's a bit of a slut…”

She laughed, a dry sound, without stopping.

“Fernando thinks I get bored at these things. That I miss home, the couch, red wine. Poor thing.”

“He must love you a lot.”

“You think so?” She leaned over him until her lips brushed his ear. “I think he doesn't know me at all.”

The movements quickened. He gripped the back of her neck with one hand, his force restrained, as if trying to hold onto something that no longer obeyed him.

“And you take advantage of that?”

“I take advantage of a lot of things, Diego,” she said, her voice dropping to a sensual threat. “The freedom conferences give me. Men in suits. Hotels with big beds and chocolates on the pillow.”

“You're colder than I thought.”

“And you're more sensitive?” She bit his neck gently. “Don't tell me you're one of those guys who needs a spiritual connection in the middle of fucking.”

Diego flipped her without warning, positioning himself on top. Now their bodies met faster, more brutally. He spoke between gasps.

“Fernando should be home right now. Probably lying in bed, unable to sleep. Waiting for your call. And here you are, fucking a stranger…”

Patricia arched her eyebrows, her smile fractured by pleasure.

“Maybe he's with someone else. Maybe he's not as stupid as you think. Or maybe he is. Actually, yeah,” she said, the words dissolving into a deep moan.

“And meanwhile you're fucking a guy you met a couple of hours ago at a bar.”

“It's not that unusual. I'm pretty sure I'm not the first you've brought here.”

He paused for a second—barely a heartbeat—then continued, deeper.

“No. But you're the most fucking honest.”

“And you're the biggest hypocrite. You're inside me and you're worried about the morals of some guy you don't even know.”

Diego gritted his teeth. He didn't know if he wanted to kiss her or shut her up. Maybe both. He leaned in, bit her lower lip, pinned her wrists to the bed.

“Does this turn you on?” he whispered. “Knowing someone's waiting for you while you do this?”

She gasped, not denying it, not confirming it. She held his gaze without flinching.

“What turns me on is this,” she said, grinding her hip against him. “You talking to me like this. Looking at me like you want to despise me… and can't.”

The entire room seemed to pulse with them. There was no softness, no tenderness. Only a thick current of desire mixed with judgment, cynicism, something that might have been hate—or hunger.

Their bodies collided with an urgency that denied everything they said, yet affirmed it too. Patricia lifted her head to bite his shoulder. Diego squeezed his eyes shut.

The phone vibrated once more. Neither of them looked at it.

The vibration faded to a dry buzz. All that remained was the sound of their bodies colliding, Patricia's barely contained moan, and Diego's ragged breathing buried in the hollow of her neck.

“Will he keep calling?” he asked without looking.

“Maybe. Or maybe he's given up,” she replied, throwing her head back. “Sometimes he does that. Lets it go. Like he knows I won't answer until I feel like it.”

Diego moved down her chest, kissing without delicacy. Biting her nipples, hard as stones. There was a restrained fury in his movements, something beyond pleasure. His fingers dug into her hips as if he wanted to leave marks that said I was here, I did this to you.

“Do you lie to him when you get back?” he asked suddenly, between thrusts. “Shower, give him a kiss, ask how his day was?”

“I don't always shower.”

“You're fucking kidding me!”

She let out a choked laugh that slipped through her teeth.

“I ask if he ate dinner. If he slept well. Sometimes I make up a funny story about a presentation. And if I feel like it, I fuck him without showering first.”

“And while you're doing it, you've still got another man's taste on you,” Diego murmured, pushing harder, driving into her violently.

“Sometimes,” she replied without shame. “Sometimes I think about something else while I'm talking to him. Or nothing at all. I go on autopilot.”

Diego lifted her off the bed, pulling her onto him with a sharp jerk, as if he needed to treat her rougher—to punish her. She matched his rhythm with irritating perfection, as if she knew every movement provoked more rage than pleasure.

“You're cruel.”

“No more than you,” she whispered in his ear. “You're here too. You've got someone too, or are you going to tell me otherwise?”

“I have an 'almost something.' Nothing serious.”

“Then it doesn't count, does it?”

“No. Just like what you two have,” he spat.

Patricia paused for barely a second, looking down at him, her hair falling around her face like a curtain of shadows. Sweaty and flushed with pleasure.

“Say that louder,” she said, brushing her lips against his. “See if you can convince your body. Because your hands don't seem to agree.”

Diego groaned, a primitive sound, and flipped them again, pushing her into the bed, pinning her wrists with controlled force. They were sweaty, tangled, undone. But neither gave in.

“Tell me you don't care,” he demanded, panting, his voice ragged. “Tell me while I come inside you.”

“It's not that I don't care. I actually like this,” she said, staring at him without blinking. “You're just the name of a room in Cádiz. Tomorrow I'll be with him at his place, and you'll just be another story from another conference.”

He closed his eyes, clenched his teeth. And in that instant, everything became more intense, more fierce, more real.

Neither of them stopped. As if buried within that shared contempt was the only truth they knew how to tell each other.


	


Patricia nudged her hotel room door shut with her foot. The lock clicked, indifferent to everything that had happened minutes before. She slipped off her dress slowly, her movements languid. Her skin burned in patches. On her hip, a mark; on her neck, a bite that might not fade by morning. She didn’t turn on the light. She just let the shadows wrap around her as she sat on the edge of the bed, her body still warm, still throbbing.

The phone vibrated on the nightstand. She saw it without surprise: Fernando.

She sighed. She stared at it for a long moment, as if calculating the exact tone of voice she would use. Then she swiped to answer.

“Hi, honey.”

“Are you okay?” His voice sounded more alert than usual. “I called you several times. I thought you’d be back at the hotel by now.”

“I’m in my room now,” she said softly, with no trace of fatigue in her voice, though her body ached in places she preferred not to think about. “Sorry, I didn’t see the messages earlier.”

“Everything okay? Are you tired?”

“Very. The program was a drag. We’ve been going since nine with marathon sessions. One presentation after another.”

She leaned back on the bed, placing the phone on speaker on the pillow. She closed her eyes as she spoke, as if that made lying easier.

“What was today’s topic?” he asked.

“Therapeutic adherence, pharmacoeconomics, and then a round of clinical cases that didn’t even interest the presenters.”

Fernando laughed, relieved.

“Sounds thrilling.”

“That’s the job for you. Lots of talk, few surprises.”

“And you? How are you holding up?”

“Same as always. These are intense weeks. We’re like acrobats of conversation. We go from hospital to hospital with a smile, trying to get anyone to listen. Even though we know that, deep down, most of them just want us to drop off the samples and leave.”

Fernando was silent for a few seconds, as if he thought she was exaggerating.

“It’s not that extreme, is it?”

Patricia turned on her side, cradling the phone between her cheek and the pillow.

“Yes, it is. Being a medical rep means being invisible and necessary at the same time. You spend all day selling something the doctor already knows about, trying to wedge yourself into their priorities like you’re carrying the cure of the century. You have to be part doctor, part actor, part psychologist. You learn their tastes, their schedules, their egos. You adapt to each one. You know who hates PowerPoints, who only listens if you bring them a little something, who only sees you if they’re in a good mood.”

“Sounds exhausting.”

“It is. But you learn to deal with it. You learn to smile even when they ignore you. You learn to read the temperature of a room the moment you walk in.”

She stretched, and a sharp pain shot through her pelvis. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to ignore the sensations still radiating through her body.

“And your colleagues? What’s the atmosphere like?”

“A jungle wrapped in cologne,” she answered without thinking. “We all pretend we get along. We exchange business cards, say ‘how interesting your talk was,’ and behind the scenes we’re constantly comparing ourselves. Who has better numbers, who’s tighter with the prescribers, who manages to get in without an appointment.”

“And how do you do it?”

“With patience. And because, when I want to, I know how to be charming.”

Fernando laughed again. She allowed herself a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

“Another day like this tomorrow?”

“Yes. But a bit more relaxed. Some closing talks. Then it’s time to pack up and take stock.”

The twinge returned, fainter now. Diego’s marks still lingered on her skin. His fingers, his teeth, his tongue. She thought about it, then buried it.

“How are things at home?” she asked.

“Same as always. I made roast lamb today. Turned out pretty decent, actually.”

“You’ll save me some, won’t you?”

“Of course. For when you get back.”

She closed her eyes.

“You’re a sweetheart.”

“And you... sound exhausted. Get some rest. I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?”

“Okay. Good night, Fernando.”

“Good night, Patri.”

She hung up. The silence returned like a gentle tide. She lay there staring at the ceiling. She thought about Diego. She thought about his voice saying dirty things to her while he drove into her. She thought about how he’d looked at her, as if he wanted to break her and keep her at the same time.

The ceiling seemed whiter than usual, as if the faint streetlight were illuminating it out of spite. Patricia lay there naked, the sheet barely covering her legs. Her body, still warm, reminded her with each heartbeat of what had happened in the other room. But her mind was traveling somewhere else now. Like an involuntary reflex, like a need. Fernando.

She'd met him four years ago, at a friend's wedding. He wasn't actually invited—he'd tagged along with a coworker. They ran into each other at the open bar, where he was trying to order a gin and tonic without realizing the bartenders served pretty girls first. She found him awkward, but handsome in a put-together kind of way. There was something about his well-pressed shirt, his discreetly expensive shoes, the way he stepped aside to let people pass, that struck her as uncomplicated. Calm. Safe.

And that was exactly what Fernando represented for a long time: security. Balance. Stability.

Civil engineer. He worked for a multinational infrastructure company with some unpronounceable name. Offices in Madrid, London, and Abu Dhabi. He earned a salary that bordered on obscene and, though he never mentioned it, you could sense a mix of humility and quiet vanity. He loved Excel spreadsheets, progress reports, KPIs. He had an impeccable routine: up at seven, exercised three times a week, planned his grocery shopping around sales and expiration dates. He read financial news and hardcover historical novels. He voted moderate and recycled religiously.

He lived in a gated community on the outskirts, with a security booth, manicured lawns, and neighbors who waved without really knowing each other. His house was like his life: neat, functional, no rough edges. Gray and white furniture, a fridge with a water and ice dispenser. Voice-controlled smart home. Everything in its place. Even affection.

At first, Patricia found it a refuge. After entire weeks racing from one doctor's office to the next, waiting hours for a physician to see her for five minutes and feign interest, arriving at Fernando's place was like stepping into a pressurized capsule. No noise. No tension. Decent wine, something baked in the oven, an HBO series, and careful, correct, almost scheduled sex.

But over time—as happens with airtight capsules—the lack of air became suffocating.

There were afternoons when he talked about the new contract in Portugal like he was narrating a political thriller, and Patricia caught herself smiling without listening. Other times, while he cooked in his striped apron, she felt the urge to make something up—an urgent visit to close out the month, anything that would force her to leave, to go back to her apartment in Chamberí. Her own space. Her world of messy books, half-dead plants, mismatched mugs. There, she breathed differently.

Fernando never said it, but he understood less and less why she needed that “space for herself.” He'd learned not to protest, but that didn't make his frustration invisible. When they said goodbye in the garage, with a lukewarm kiss and a vague promise of “see you Thursday,” Patricia felt like she was pretending.

Sometimes she looked at him and wondered: Do I love you? And answered herself: I don't know. Maybe I love the way you look at me. Maybe I love what you represent: a life plan in order, a future without surprises. But she wasn't that. She never had been.

He didn't know—or didn't want to know—but Patricia had always run on contradiction. She smiled at work while grumbling inside. She had a stable partner and felt alone. She sold doctors on confidence while doubting everything herself. What she'd done with Diego wasn't an exception. It was how her soul released the pressure of the role she had to play every day.

Fernando had never suspected. He never interrogated her. He trusted her with the blind faith of someone who couldn't fathom being betrayed. Not by Patricia. Not by his Patri, as he called her. The same woman who folded his shirts when she stayed over. Who remembered his mother's birthday. Who left him notes in the kitchen with little cat drawings and messages like “pizza and blanket night tonight.”

The other Patricia—the one who gasped beneath another man, who shot back with sarcasm while undressing—was a side of her he'd never seen.

And maybe that's why he kept loving her.

The phone vibrated again. Patricia ignored it.

The pillow still smelled like the hotel's fabric softener, neutral and well-meaning. Patricia curled against it, but she wasn't looking for rest. Her body no longer ached like before; now it just felt heavy. A thick sensation, a mix of satiation and lingering shame, as if what she'd done with Diego was still written on her skin, but fainter now, buried deeper.

She thought about Fernando again. About his parallel world. The fancy car: a graphite convertible sports car with sensors everywhere. He adored it. He talked about fuel consumption, emissions, horsepower, like he was reciting technical poetry. Patricia smiled every time he took her to some expensive restaurant in the city and parallel-parked with the elegance of someone who believes nothing can go wrong when your car costs two years of the average person's salary.

The mansion: two floors, a garden with a heated pool, floating hardwood floors and smart home tech in every corner. The first time she saw it, Patricia thought it looked like something out of a decorating magazine. Then she discovered that living there was like living in a scale model: everything perfect, everything gleaming, but soulless. He got excited about each new acquisition—a smart wine fridge, a fancy kitchen gadget, an Italian lamp with a dusk-to-dawn sensor—while she wondered if there was room anywhere in that house for her chaos, her shoes by the door, her habit of reading in the bathroom or leaving her lipstick uncapped.

And the sex.

Fernando was... dutiful. Kind. Considerate.

He made sure she came. Sometimes he asked if she liked it. He did it carefully, like someone hoping for a good grade when it was over. But there was no fire. No fury. Everything was... clean. Almost clinical.

Patricia had faked moans more than once, not from lack of desire, but from sheer exhaustion. Because she knew he needed to believe he satisfied her. That everything was fine. That his world was complete.

And then, on nights like this, she wondered: Why do you stay, Patricia? Why do you stay with him? The answer wasn't easy. It wasn't romantic. It wasn't even comfortable.

Because it was easy. Because Fernando wasn’t a lie, but he was a refuge. A comfortable, plush, quiet one. One to come back to after a week of hospitals and presentations, of receptionists who barely glance at you, of doctors who treat you like a walking brochure.

Fernando represented what no one else gave her: order. He offered her somewhere to land without having to compete. Without having to fake enthusiasm for some new drug. Without having to fight for five minutes of attention.

And yet… In that perfect order, Patricia felt like a figurine carefully positioned on a shelf. Observed. Well treated. But rootless.

Sometimes, after the lukewarm sex, he’d fall asleep holding her, and she’d lie there staring at the ceiling, wishing she were back in her apartment, with her cold coffee, her mess, and her silence—the kind she’d chosen. She felt guilty, yes. But not enough to change anything.

Because he loved her. Truly. And she loved him too. In her own way. And that, in the real world, counted for more than desire. At least, that’s what she’d been taught. That desire was a flash of flame. That what mattered was having someone who’d still be there when everything burned out.

But what if I don’t want it to burn out? Patricia thought now, her bare chest pressed against the white sheets. What if I’d rather keep burning, even if only in bursts?

She turned over, uncomfortable. On her thigh, the marks from Diego’s fingers were still visible. She squeezed her eyes shut.

I’m not a bad person, she told herself. I’m just trying to survive. Everyone does it however they can. Some run, others lie, and I… I look for myself in other bodies to remember I’m still here.

That didn’t make her feel any better. But at least, for now, it was true. She lay back down. Her body was starting to cool.

Patricia propped herself up. She switched on the bedside lamp. The light burned her eyes for a few seconds. She opened WhatsApp. Several messages from Fernando, already read. And a new one, unopened. It wasn’t from him.

She ignored it. She went back to the previous thread.

The profile picture: the two of them in the garden. Him in a light blue polo, her in sunglasses, half-crouched to pet a neighbor’s dog. They were smiling. A perfect smile, clean, without cracks. The image didn’t stir any tenderness in her. Just exhaustion.

The house… How absurd it was. Immense. Cold. She liked the floor-to-ceiling windows, the rectangular pool without a single floating leaf, the towels with embroidered initials. But none of it belonged to her. She was a long-term guest. Her toothbrush had its own drawer, but her books were tucked away where no one would see them. Her clothes, folded by someone else. Her laughter, quieter. Muted.

Fernando loved showing off the house to visitors. Patricia knew his spiel by heart: here we have the zoned climate control, here’s an en suite bathroom with travertine marble, here’s the home theater with soundproofing. She’d nod, play hostess, offer wine. She played the part well. But inside, all she thought about was leaving.

Patricia lay on her back. She closed the chat. The other message was still unopened. And though she didn’t quite know it yet, deep down, she already sensed who it was from. The moment she opened the chat, it was confirmed.

Mónica:

“Girl, it’s 2:17. Don’t tell me you didn’t hook up. Tell me at least that sexy she-wolf look you were rocking was worth it.”

Patricia:

“I hooked up. I dressed for it. And I got what I wanted.”

After a few seconds, the screen showed her friend was typing.

Mónica:

“HAHAHAHA. Holy shit. Give me details NOW or I’m getting out of bed and showing up in Cádiz in my pajamas. Who is he? Sales rep too? Does he have hair? A dick?”

Patricia:

“Diego. Cardiovascular rep. Suit. Expensive cologne. ‘I fuck what I want’ look. Spoiler: he wasn’t lying.”

Mónica:

“Are you SHITTING ME? So you had conference sex with a pharma colleague? YOU’RE LIVING MY DREAM. Did you do it in the bathroom or the room?”

Patricia:

“Both places. First in the hotel bar bathroom. Then in the room. His. There were chocolates on the pillow. We didn’t try them. We were busy.”

Mónica:

“💀💀💀💀??💀💀💀 I can’t believe you. Don’t tell me you didn’t come like a bitch?”

Patricia:

“Like a rabid bitch. Like I was making up for every boring fuck with Fernando. He fucked me with hate. And I took it with pride. We said nasty things to each other while he was inside me. And I came. Two or three times. I can barely even remember now.”

Mónica:

BUT GIRL. WHAT KIND OF SLUT ARE YOU? Did you tell him you had a boyfriend?

Patricia:

“He asked. I told him it wasn’t important. Then he got all moralistic on me. Hit me with the ‘Does your boyfriend know what kind of woman you are?’ I almost came just from that. Told him if he kept up the little performance, he’d be left alone with his hand.”

Monica:

“I am LITERALLY screaming. Patricia the unflappable. God, what a night. And the guy? Did he know what he was doing? Hands, tongue, rhythm?”

Patricia:

“Everything. A textbook fuck. He handled me like he knew exactly where life had hurt me. He looked at me like he wanted to wreck my soul and then set me on fire. He bit me, held me down, asked me things while he pounded into me. No tenderness. Just raw, good sex.”

Monica:

“Do you have any idea how unhinged I am right now? Like, I need this for science. Send me a voice memo saying ‘he ate my pussy like it was the cure for cancer.’ I’ll use it as my ringtone.”

Patricia:

“HAHAHAHA I hate you. But yeah. That’s exactly how it was. He fucked me with this mix of rage and hunger. And I didn’t hold back either… I gave him a blowjob for the ages. I’m sure he’ll have plenty to tell his buddies.”

Monica:

“So what now? Are you going to see him again? Or was it a one-and-done?”

Patricia:

“I don’t know. He left my skin raw. Part of me wants to go back tomorrow. Part of me wants to bolt before breakfast.”

Monica:

“Oof. You’re a fucking menace. And Fernando?”

Patricia:

“He called. I told him everything was fine. That it had been a long day. I talked about pharmaceuticals and boring lectures. He asked if I was tired. I said yes. I didn’t totally lie. I just left out the part where I got fucked until my thighs cramped.”

Monica:

“You know you have a master’s degree in cynicism, right? You’re brilliant. Do you feel guilty?”

Patricia:

“Sometimes. But then I think about his mansion, his schedules, fucking to a Coldplay soundtrack… And it passes. I love him. But he’s not enough. And tonight I needed to remember I’m still alive.”

Monica:

“You just broke me in two. I get it. I’m not judging. But girl… be careful. If Fernando finds out… I love you, bitch. Get some sleep. Call me tomorrow and tell me if this Diego guy goes for round two. And send me a pic of the marks. For educational purposes.”

Patricia:

“Sending it now. But delete them after.”

Monica:

“No promises. Good night, glorious slut.”

Patricia:

“Good night, faithful whore.”


	 


The next morning dawned over Cádiz beneath an indeterminate sky, somewhere between gray and blue, as if the sea couldn't decide whether to unleash its brilliance. Patricia woke disoriented, every inch of her skin still tight from the intensity of the night before. She sat up slowly, touching her hip, her thighs, the curve of her abdomen. Everything ached with exquisite precision. She wondered if she could still feel pleasure.

She got up and went straight to the shower. The hot water fell on her back like a balm. The dizziness she felt was more mental than physical. She caught her reflection in the mirror—no makeup, wet hair, eyes slightly reddened. She liked what she saw, but she also feared it: a woman who recognized herself in the memory of a betrayal she'd celebrated.

She came out of the bathroom and opened the minibar. She grabbed a small bottle of orange juice and drank it in one gulp. The silence of the room reminded her of the night before. Her body was still breathing deeply, as if it needed to expel something. She summoned her most recent memory with a phrase: She'd been living in a sealed capsule.

She dressed in comfortable clothes. She recognized everything she'd packed, but this time she was seeing it all from a different place than usual. Her shoes—black ankle boots with low heels; relaxed jeans; a gray sweater that barely covered one shoulder.

She turned on her laptop and connected to the hotel Wi-Fi. She had some work to do: respond to urgent emails from her district, review orders and sample availability. The professional world was calling her again, relentless, oblivious to personal drama. As she typed, she felt her mind divided: focused and scattered, analytical and fragmented.

9:35 AM. Coffee in the hotel café and the start of presentations in the auditorium.

Patricia stepped out with a hot cup in her hand. She sat on the terrace, with a partial view of the street. The air was fresh, but not cold enough to be uncomfortable. She took a sip and savored it as if it were the only thing that existed in that moment.

During the first presentations, she barely paid attention. She replayed the events of the night before in her mind: the fierce passion, the dirty words, the lies to Fernando, and finally, the laughter with Mónica. She told herself she didn't regret it. That she'd needed it. But the guilt was there, accompanying every beat of her heart. Almost immediately, she became aware that she was coming back to life. She felt small pangs of desire accompanied by that wonderful tingling between her legs.

12:30 PM. A quick lunch at a nearby bar.

She walked back with measured steps to the elevator. She took the stairs down. Just one floor between her room and the lobby. She breathed deeply. That six-meter descent felt like an emotional one. She thought about Diego, about that dim hotel light, about the words that had ignited everything.

She sat at a terrace table, ordered a light dish and a glass of sparkling water. She scrolled through her phone. Messages from Mónica: reactions, memes, judgments, and belated laughter. Mónica had saved her early morning hours and her conscience too. Patricia responded with snippets, emojis, and the occasional philosophical reply that pushed the edge:

“I don’t want to feel guilty. I just want to know that I exist. After pretending for so long, I forgot what raw truth feels like.”

She laughed at the screen. Mónica replied: “Don’t give me that philosophical bullshit, you slut. What you wanted was to get railed. That’s it. Level complete. Game over.”

The minibus left on time, at 4:00 PM, from the hotel’s side entrance. A stone-faced driver and a printed list of names. Patricia got on without looking for Diego. She scanned the interior with a neutral expression, though inside she was searching for his silhouette. He wasn’t there. The disappointment was immediate and fleeting. Five seconds later, she told herself it was better this way. No need to pretend they were strangers. No need to look at each other again with the weight of having shared a bed without promising anything.

During the trip to Seville, she leaned against the window. The flat landscape—ochre earth and heavy skies—accompanied her thoughts. She didn’t listen to the conversations of the other conference attendees. She had her earbuds in, though nothing was playing. Just an excuse not to talk.

At Santa Justa, she got off unhurried. She walked through the station corridors like someone letting themselves be carried by a gentle tide. She passed through security, found her seat on the AVE. Car 6, seat 9C. Window. She settled in. She set her phone face down and gave herself over to studying the reflection of her face in the glass. It was her, but something had changed.

During the trip, she read without concentration. She opened a couple of emails. She avoided thinking. But when the train entered the tunnel before Atocha, her pulse quickened. Her palms grew damp.

Fernando was waiting for her in the station lobby, next to one of the metal columns. Impeccable. White shirt open at the collar, well-cut dark trousers, shoes that spoke of a man who knew how to present himself. His hair combed with precision, short, gleaming. His jaw clean-shaven, firm. He was handsome. He always had been. Catalog-handsome, like something out of an insurance ad. A man who commanded respect without needing to raise his voice.

When he saw her, he smiled. He approached without hesitation, his step confident. She walked toward him with a smile she couldn’t tell was sincere or defensive.

“Hey, beautiful,” he said, and hugged her without squeezing too tight. Just right.

She let him envelop her. Her body settled into his, though inside something contracted. It was a familiar body. Familiar skin. A perfume that spoke to her of Sundays, lukewarm dinners, road trip vacations.

He kissed her cheek and then her lips. A soft, lingering kiss of welcome. There was no burning desire, but there was a kind of steady tenderness. Like a routine embrace they had both accepted.

“Do you want to go to my place or yours?” he asked, his tone practical.

“Take me to my place,” she answered flatly.

He nodded without asking. He opened the car door—the Porsche, impeccable like him—and helped her with the suitcase. They barely spoke during the drive. A few words about the conference, a joke about Madrid's heat. Comfortable silences. Or so it seemed.

When they arrived at Patricia's apartment, he found parking on the first try, surprisingly. He helped her carry the suitcase up to the door. She opened it. Everything was just as she'd left it: dim lighting, the gray sofa, books scattered around, a cup on the counter. The smell of her own space. Freedom.

He walked in like he belonged there. Set the suitcase aside. Looked at her.

“Can I stay for a bit?”

She hesitated for a fraction of a second. Then nodded.

He moved closer. Kissed her again. This time with more intent. His lips slower. His hands on her hips. Patricia didn't pull away. She let the kiss deepen. She noticed Fernando's breath, the familiar texture of his mouth. She closed her eyes.

But her mind was cruel. It drifted back to Cádiz. To the hotel. To Diego. To the way his fingers didn't tremble. To the dirty words. To the exposed skin. To the tension between contempt and desire.

Fernando held her tenderly. She responded politely. He didn't notice.

“I'm glad you're back,” he whispered in her ear.

All she said was:

“Me too.”

They separated. Fernando came back from the kitchen with two glasses of water and set them on the coffee table. He sat beside her on the sofa with a familiarity that didn't ask permission. He looked at her with a mix of tenderness and restrained anxiety. He reached out and began to caress her neck, his fingertips barely grazing her skin. A soft gesture, intimate, almost ritualistic. Slowly, his hand drifted lower, toward her breasts. She wasn't wearing a bra.

“I've missed you, Patri,” he whispered, moving closer, his voice velvety. “It felt strange sleeping alone. I get used to having you close so quickly.”

She held his gaze but didn't smile. She tilted her head slightly and gently pulled away from his touch.

“I'm tired, Fernando. Really. The weekend was long and the conference... exhausting.”

“Of course,” he responded, without reproach. “I just wanted to hold you a little.”

“Tomorrow I'll feel better,” she added, her voice softer. “I promise.”

He nodded, but something tightened in his face. Then, as if shifting gears to find solid ground, he said:

“I've been thinking... you should move in with me. It doesn't make sense to keep paying for your apartment when you're always at mine. You'd save a fortune on rent. And you know—pool, garden, more space. Always together.”

Patricia fell silent. The proposal was familiar. He'd hinted at it before, but this time he said it with weight, with intention. Just as she opened her mouth to respond, the doorbell rang.

“Are you expecting someone?” he asked, surprised.

“No...” she said, frowning.

She got up and went to open the door. Before she could react, Mónica burst in without asking, a whirlwind of perfume and laughter.

“Good afternoon, lovebirds!” she shouted, and without missing a beat, kissed Fernando on the cheek with bold affection, like someone who knew she belonged. “God, you look gorgeous. Even jet lag can't touch you. I heard voices and figured Patri must be back.”

Mónica lived in the apartment upstairs. They'd known each other since college and had even been roommates for a while. The challenges of living together taught them that if they wanted to stay close friends, they needed to live apart. So when Mónica found out the third-floor unit was available, she didn't hesitate—she moved in.

“Hi, Mónica,” he responded, amused but uncomfortable. “I was just heading out. I've got an early flight to Germany tomorrow.”

“Off again—what a life!” she murmured, stepping aside to let him pass while grabbing a beer from the fridge, as if it were her own place.

Fernando turned toward Patricia and kissed her on the forehead.

“Think about it, okay? We'll talk tomorrow. I'll call you before boarding.”

She only nodded. He grabbed his jacket and said goodbye with a soft smile. He closed the door behind him.

Silence settled over them for a few seconds, until Mónica, without ceremony, threw herself onto the sofa as if it were hers.

“Are you going to keep playing hard to get with this guy? Because honestly, Patri... I'd eat him alive.”

“Are you here to lecture me or just to drink my beer?” Patricia answered, half joking.

“I’m here to save you from yourself,” Mónica said, raising an eyebrow. “Do you know how many women would kill for a guy like Fernando? He’s got money, a house, brains, and he’s hot. And here you are, all hot and bothered over some hotel guy who’s probably already hooking up with someone else at another conference.”

Patricia sank down beside her, resting her head against the back of the couch.

“You don’t understand.”

“Explain it to me. But skip the poetry—I’m not in the mood for symbolism today.”

Patricia turned her head toward her. Her eyes held a gleam caught somewhere between anger and sadness.

“It’s not about him. Not about the car, or the house, or what he has. It’s about me. There are days I don’t know who I am when I’m with him. I become the woman he needs. And sometimes I don’t even know if I like that woman.”

Mónica clicked her tongue.

“And you think that doesn’t happen to all of us? But I’ll tell you one thing: if you’re going to throw Fernando overboard, you better make damn sure it’s for something really fucking good.”

“I don’t want to choose out of fear,” Patricia murmured.

“Well, don’t choose out of horniness either,” Mónica said, no filter. “I’m saying this with love. What you did in Cádiz… I think it’s fucking great, but that’s your call…”

Patricia lowered her gaze.

“I know.”

“Was he at least hot?”

“Hot? Tall as hell, devilishly handsome, with these deep eyes that take your breath away,” she said, scrolling through her phone until she found a photo on his LinkedIn profile. “Here he is.”

“Damn! He is hot. And I can see you got to know him really well. Tell me what happened.”

Patricia sighed.

“I’m not going to lie to you. I was itching to go out. Being in Cádiz, without Fernando, alone in a nice hotel... I don’t know. I felt like… being myself again. After dinner, I went down to the hotel bar for a drink. I dressed to kill and went on the prowl. He was at the bar. He kept staring at me, bought me a drink…, we talked…, and we ended up in the bar bathroom, and then in his bed. It was an incredible night. I did things I’d never done before, at least not on a first time…”

Mónica tilted her head toward her friend, clearly not satisfied with the explanation.

“What kind of things?” she asked curiously, her voice as low as she could make it.

Patricia leaned in as if sharing a secret and whispered:

“Oral…, anal…, all really rough… Every time I think about it I get shivers, Moni.”

“Well, well…, so you fucked like crazy with a guy you didn’t know from Adam. You’re a complete slut.”

“Don’t make fun of me.”

“I’m not making fun. But what about your boyfriend? Doesn’t he give you shivers?”

“With him it’s different—we make love. With… Diego… I fucked. Like my life depended on it. Nothing like that had ever happened to me. And for God’s sake, this can’t leave this room, Monica. Please.”

“Relax, Patri. But if he finds out on his own, you could be in trouble. I’m worried he might.”

“There’s no reason for him to find out. I don’t think Diego’s going to show up here or call me. It was a one-night stand.”

“Don’t tell me he has your phone number. You should be careful, Patri,” Mónica said, crossing her legs with a serious expression. “Fernando’s not stupid, and if he finds out about your flings, you could lose him.”

“Please, Mónica…” Patricia waved her hand dismissively, as if swatting away a fly. “Fernando lives in his perfect little world. To him I’m a trophy he displays on the shelf. He’ll never suspect.”

“Don’t underestimate him. He loves you, but not enough to forgive everything. Don’t risk it.”

“You think I don’t know that?” Patricia arched an eyebrow and poured herself a glass of wine. “That’s exactly why it doesn’t even cross his mind that I might want something more. His perfect little engineer, with his fancy car and his mansion with a pool. He thinks he’s got me locked down for life.”

“Patri…” Mónica looked at her with a mixture of reproach and concern. “He might bore you, but in anyone’s eyes he’s a catch.”

“A boring catch,” she replied with a hint of irony. “Sex with him is like checking a box: methodical, correct, and predictable. And what do you want me to do? Wither away like a plant in his minimalist living room?”

“It’s not just about sex, and you know it. He gives you stability.”

“Stability?” Patricia let out a dry laugh. “Stability is just another word for prison, Mónica. I need air. I need to feel alive. And if I have to hook up with someone at a conference hotel to do that, I will.”

“But if he finds out…”

“He’s not going to find out,” Patricia cut her off firmly, taking a long sip of wine. “Fernando’s too busy being the perfect man. And even if he did suspect, what would he do? Leave me? He doesn’t have the guts.”

“You say that with such disdain…”

“Because it’s the truth.” Patricia shrugged, almost dismissively. “Fernando admires me more than he loves me. And that admiration blinds him. Believe me, I know how to handle him.”

“You think pretty highly of yourself, don’t you?”

“You know what, Mónica?” Patricia said, leaning back on the sofa, crossing her legs with a calculated gesture. “Fernando is completely wrapped around my finger. And not just because of the sex, no… but because he can’t understand how someone like me could be interested in someone like him.”

“Don’t say that…” Mónica murmured, though with considerably less conviction now.

“Don’t say it?” Patricia smiled with a hint of arrogance. “Come on, it’s textbook. Him, the engineer with his regimented life, his gray ties, and his rehearsed lines… and me, the woman who shows up in a dress that’s borderline inappropriate, with my hair down and my heels, and suddenly I make him believe his orderly world has color. I’m his trophy, his piece of elegant chaos, his brightest medal.”

“He sees you as more than that…”

“Of course he does—he sees me as the love of his life. And you know why? Because I don’t let myself be caged. Because I have my apartment, my freedom, my schedule. He begs me to move in, to share his mansion with a pool and his showroom car… and I say no. And that drives him crazy. He thinks one day I’ll say yes, and that gives him reason to keep following me around like a puppy.”

“You talk like you’re manipulating him.”

“That’s because I am, Mónica. And I do it with enough elegance that he doesn’t even notice. He thinks I’m the one resisting because I’m independent, because I’m strong-willed. And he doesn’t understand that this resistance is what binds him to me. If I moved in with him, if I gave him everything he wants, within two months I’d be bored, and so would he. So no: I ration it out. I’m in control.”

“You’re playing with fire.”

“No, honey,” Patricia replied with a brief laugh and a defiant look. “I’m playing with an advantage. Fernando sees me walk in and he’s mesmerized: the way I walk, talk, look… He’s smitten with my confidence, with that way I have of entering a room and making heads turn. That’s what has him trapped. And as long as he stays smitten, I’ll do whatever I damn well please.”

“You make it sound like you’re untouchable…”

“Because in a way I am,” Patricia replied, leaning toward her with a half-smile. “Do you really think Fernando would risk losing the woman who makes him feel different from everyone else on the planet? Never. I know what I’m worth to him. And that’s precisely why I can get away with what I get away with. Look, Mónica,” Patricia swirled the wine glass between her fingers, gazing at it as if it contained an old truth. “I’m not stupid. I know perfectly well what being with Fernando means. He covers all my needs… at least the ones that matter in this world: stability, money, prestige. Travel whenever I feel like it, expensive gifts without having to ask, social standing, and influential friends. Who in their right mind would throw that away?”

“Then why the others?”

“Oh, Mónica…” Patricia rolled her eyes, amused. “Because he covers the financial part, the social part, the facade. But the other thing, what really gives me pleasure, that’s not in his script. That part I handle myself. And I have no problem admitting it.”

“You talk like you’re living a double life.”

“To some extent, I am,” Patricia said without blinking. “Fernando is my life insurance, my safety net. And meanwhile, I indulge in my whims, my getaways, my adventures. Because if I didn’t, I’d wither away. Do you know what it’s like to spend years at company dinners listening to engineers drone on about how they saved the world because they got the concrete right on some bridge? Well, I do. And believe me, you need air.”

“But, Patri, that can’t last forever.”

“I don’t need it to last forever,” she interrupted with a half-smile. “I just need it to last long enough. As long as Fernando keeps believing I’m the jewel of his life, my place is secure. And the other thing… the other thing I handle when I feel like it.”

“And if one day he figures it out?”

“He won’t.” Patricia leaned back, confident, with the air of someone who’s won a game before it even started. “He’s too blinded by this image of me, the independent, elegant woman who chooses him even though she doesn’t need him. That’s my real weapon, Mónica: he thinks I’m free and that, despite everything, I prefer him. And that keeps him tied to me forever. And don’t get me wrong, Mónica,” Patricia set the glass on the table and ran her hand through her hair, as if organizing her thoughts. “I love Fernando too. I’m not some heartless witch. He matters to me, I like his world, the security he gives me, the way he goes out of his way for me. In a way… I admire him.”

“Then why do you cheat on him?” Mónica asked with a sigh, unable to believe the conversation.

“Because he doesn’t give me everything I need. It’s as simple as that. I’m not out there sleeping with just anyone—I’m not crazy. Just… when my blood boils and I want to feel that intensity that doesn’t exist with him. You know? Sex with Fernando is fine, orderly, almost academic. But intense… never. And I’m not going to spend the next thirty years without knowing what it’s like to lose control.”

“Patri…”

“I only cheat on him when I want that rush, that fire. But not all the time. The rest of the time I'm with him, I support him, I listen to him, I go out to dinner with his friends, I give him the perfect girlfriend image. Don't look at me like that.” She cut her off with a wave of her hand, her tone ironic. “I know it sounds cold, but it's the truth.”

“Sounds selfish to me.”

“Of course it is,” Patricia laughed briefly, “so what? Most couples are selfish in other ways. At least I'm aware of what's going on. He gets what he wants from me, I get what I want from him, and every now and then… I treat myself to what I need elsewhere. And believe me, Fernando will never find out. To him, I'm still the independent, attractive woman who could have anyone but chooses him. That's the illusion that keeps him hooked, and I'm not about to shatter it.”

“Okay, okay…” Mónica raised her hands as if surrendering, and suddenly a mischievous smile spread across her lips. “You're incorrigible, Patri. I don't know why I waste my breath on you. You always end up turning everything around and making me feel like you're the one who has it all figured out.”

Patricia leaned back on the sofa, victorious, and grabbed a cushion to hug against her chest.

“Because I do have it figured out, Moni. I'm not one of those women who play the saint while dying of boredom in their marriage or their perfect relationship. I know what I want, and I take it. End of story.”

“That's right, that's right!” Mónica laughed, taking a sip of her drink. “And here I am like an idiot worrying about you, as if you were some lost teenager. Turns out I'm the one playing with fire, getting mixed up in your messes.”

“Exactly,” Patricia replied with a knowing laugh. “You enjoy hearing about my escapades and then go back to your quiet life.”

“Well, quiet, quiet… not exactly.” Mónica rolled her eyes. “But definitely not as exciting as yours. Honestly, your life could fill a book.”

“A book? A whole series!” Patricia raised her finger like a lecturer. “'The Double Life of a Pharmaceutical Rep,' volume one. 'Conferences and Temptations,' volume two.”

They both burst out laughing.

“But seriously,” Mónica said once she caught her breath, “admit it, Patri: your problem is you get bored way too fast. With conferences, with your job, with Fernando… with everything.”

“Maybe,” she admitted, biting her lip playfully. “But tell me, isn't it better to get bored and do something about it than to just sit there pretending it doesn't exist? At least I face it head-on.”

“And how!” Mónica laughed. “If Fernando only knew…”

“But he doesn't. And he won't.” Patricia winked at her. “That's my magic.”

Mónica shook her head, amused, the harshness from before now gone.

“Alright, witch, let's change the subject. Tell me about Cádiz, aside from your… adventures. Was the conference as unbearable as always?”

“Worse!” Patricia sat up suddenly, as if the memory stung. “I swear, if I hear one more arrogant jerk faking enthusiasm over some basic sales pitch, I'm throwing myself out the window. Every single one of them with those fake smiles, like used car salesmen. That said, the hotel was wonderful. And the bar… even better.”

“I can imagine,” Mónica replied, raising her eyebrows mischievously. “That's where your 'adventure' came from.”

“Exactly. And believe me, it was worth sitting through all those mind-numbing talks.”

They both laughed again, like co-conspirators, like two teenagers sharing secrets.

“Anyway,” Mónica said, setting the empty glass on the table. “You know what? Sometimes I envy you, Patri. You do whatever you want without apologizing for anything. Meanwhile I'm always overthinking everything, drowning in guilt. And you, totally unfazed.”

“Because life is short, my friend,” Patricia replied, leaning over to tap her knee. “Either you live it the way you want, or it consumes you. And I decided a long time ago which side I'm on.”

“Yeah, yeah…” Mónica smiled, resigned. “Well then, carry on. I'll settle for being your confidante and the one who has to listen to all your stories.”

“And enjoy it, because after all, I'm the best narrator of my own story,” Patricia laughed, raising her glass as if toasting someone invisible.      


FERNANDO

	


Munich, Franz Josef Strauss Airport

I liked that airport. Everything was where it should be. Spotless glass, clear signage, people didn’t shout. At seven in the morning, even the bustle seemed disciplined. The main terminal is almost clinical in its cleanliness: steel, light wood, shadowless lighting. Pure Germany, in a nutshell.

The previous day’s meeting had gone well. Deep down, I had no doubts: we’d been working on the project for six months, and the presentation to the German consortium was precise, flawless. The contract for the new section of the A93, between Hof and Weiden, was a beast—a mixed-structure project with an elevated overpass. A bridge built for practical engineering, no poetic curves. Exactly what I liked working on. Concrete and steel, exact calculations. No room for interpretation.

I left the meeting with that kind of satisfaction you don’t need to show off: the kind you save for when you look at yourself in the hotel bathroom mirror and know you’ve delivered. That you’re the reliable professional who doesn’t fail. I had a whiskey neat at the hotel bar without talking to anyone. After several unsuccessful attempts, I’d managed to reach Patricia—a short, insubstantial conversation—and went to bed.

That morning, before going through security, I stopped at a gift and perfume shop. I thought of Patricia without meaning to—the way you sometimes think of something that doesn’t quite fit but still fascinates you.

I confess I was nervous, and without really knowing what I’d find, I approached the lingerie section where, presumably, I was going to discover a paradise dedicated exclusively to the kind of women’s intimates capable of raising the dead.

And so it was. As soon as I arrived, several mannequins greeted me—silk garters, provocative bras, minuscule thongs, scandalous teddies that left nothing to the imagination… I was getting worked up as I moved forward, my concern growing: what could I choose for Patricia from all that arsenal? I wanted something provocative, something that would surprise her beyond the sensual yet sensible style of our relationship.

I looked around, and what surprised me was that there was absolutely no one. I obviously needed to ask someone who worked there, someone who could give me at least some guidance.

While I waited for someone to arrive, I planted myself in the garters section. Without a doubt, it was what turned me on the most. Nice black garters with high heels… That would make a good gift. But black, white, lace, silk, lycra, floral patterns, with panties, with a thong? I was drowning in indecision when suddenly I saw a woman emerge from the fitting room and head toward me as fast as her stiletto heels would allow. She wasn’t coming to help me—she was putting away the outfits a customer had just tried on. Her elegance was so striking that it was hard to stay calm in her sudden presence. Dressed in a suit with a pencil skirt to her knees and a white blouse under which some seriously sexy lingerie was visible, she looked at first glance like an executive or lawyer who had slipped away, like me, for some intimate shopping.

I looked up and met blue eyes that took your breath away. She set down the garments she was carrying and began browsing, pulling out hangers with lacy panties.

“Excuse me, miss,” I said in English, since I didn’t know a word of German.

She turned, surprised, though she didn’t show any discomfort.

“I could use some help…”

Then she gave me a seductive half-smile that unconsciously reinforced my resolve to buy something that would surprise Patricia.

“I don’t have much practice at this…”

“Who is it for?” she answered in perfect English, with a strong Germanic accent.

“For my wife…”

“Are you looking for something special?”

I felt somewhat self-conscious around her. I was a bit embarrassed to suggest I was looking for something beyond the usual, something that wasn’t the classic elegant set husbands typically give.

“What is your wife like?”

“What is my wife like? Well, pretty, I don’t know… She’s not really my wife. She’s my girlfriend.”

“With those clues… Let’s see, is she tall like me?”

“Yes, more or less…”

“And her build… Like mine?”

I looked around, somewhat embarrassed, but we were still alone, and I took the plunge.

“Well, maybe… her chest is a bit smaller.”

“How old is she? And hair color?”

“Early thirties… and she’s blonde.”

“And now the most important question. What do you want to give her? Something elegant and seductive, or something more… provocative and unusual?”

“Something that will surprise her. Maybe something more provocative than usual,” I said, overcoming my embarrassment.

Then she turned and walked through the store to a somewhat secluded area. She pulled a black and gold set from one of the racks and, pointing to a mannequin, showed me it was the same one. The bra left the nipples visible, cut low, and the garter, fitted at the waist, molded perfectly to the mannequin’s curves while framing a minuscule thong in perfect symmetry.

“Yes, it’s very beautiful,” I said, trying to appear composed. I’ll admit, the image of Patri in that lingerie popped into my head.

I bought that daring outfit—maybe she’d actually wear it if she saw it in an elegant bag with tissue paper.

At the duty-free, I also added a bottle of Bavarian cherry liqueur to the bag. I wasn’t sure if she’d like it. But it was something different.

Boarding was on time, like everything there. Window seat, row 6A. Business, of course. Next to me, a Swede who was asleep before takeoff. The flight to Madrid took just under three hours. I spent half the time reviewing blueprints, and the other half watching night fall through the window, wondering if I should bring up living together again.

I knew Patricia was distant. Not completely, but... there was something. The way she’d respond with short sentences. Or change the subject right when I brought up future plans. I didn’t know if it was fatigue, routine, or something I couldn’t quite grasp.

Sometimes I thought she was testing how far she could pull away without me noticing or getting upset. But I did notice. And still, I waited for her.

After landing, I adjusted my jacket, grabbed my luggage from the overhead compartment, and walked through T4 with that calm stride you earn over the years. With contracts closed. With promises kept.

I wanted to see her tonight. And if everything went well, she’d say yes. That she’d leave her apartment, that she’d move in with me. And if not... well. We’d see.

I knew it the moment I stepped off the jetway: there was no airport like this one in summer. Families dragging enormous suitcases, kids crying or dead asleep in strollers, couples in matching t-shirts with half-zipped backpacks. Everything smelled of sunscreen, rushed chaos, anxiety wrapped in flip-flops.

There’s a special sound at Barajas in the summer months. A mix of farewell and promise. People starting their vacations, others returning with sunburned skin and empty pockets. I liked watching them, though always from a distance. I came from a different kind of trip. The kind that requires a suit and tie, and from which you don’t come back with sand in your pockets.

I headed straight to the AENA parking garage. My car was where I’d left it—as always. I pressed the remote and the lights blinked as if they recognized me too.

I got in, tossed the suitcase in the back seat, and called her through the hands-free.

“Yes?” she answered. Her voice sounded flat.

“I’ve landed. I’ll pick you up in twenty minutes.”

A short silence. Then she said:

“No need, I’ll take my own car.”

“You sure? It’s no trouble.”

“I’d rather take my car. Besides, I have to stop somewhere first.”

“Whatever you want, honey, but tomorrow’s Saturday. You don’t have to work.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”

“I miss you. Don’t be long.”

I didn’t ask anything else. The more questions I asked, the more she shut down. I ended the call with a quick “okay, see you soon” and left the parking garage. The air conditioning caressed my face like a cold glove. The drive home was mechanical. I’d done that route a thousand times, but right then, tired from the flight and the tension of negotiating with the Germans, every traffic light felt like an unnecessary pause.

I stopped at the garage gate and waited for it to open. I climbed the stairs, passed through the kitchen, and entered the house.

And something didn’t quite fit, at least not with what I’d been feeling for a while now. Nothing was out of place, and yet... it felt too empty. Not physically. The furniture was where it should be, the streetlight filtered through the living room curtains as always. But there was an absence hanging in the air. The usual absence.

One of her jackets no longer hung on the coat rack. The perfume bottle that used to sit in the bathroom, next to mine, had disappeared. In the kitchen, there wasn’t a single used cup, not even a crumpled napkin. No trace of her.

I walked slowly down the hallway, set the gift bag on the bed, and stopped in front of the closet. I opened the door. Some of her clothes were still there. But a few hangers were empty. Very subtle. As if she’d done some seasonal cleaning.

I sat on the edge of the bed. I wasn’t sure if I was getting paranoid or if something had actually shifted in the room.

I looked at my phone, resigned. Not a single message since the call. I took a deep breath. And waited.

It was hot. The kind of heat that days of blazing sun bake into concrete walls, releasing it slowly at nightfall while the air conditioning barely makes a dent. The air in the house was thick, but gradually it cleared. I took off my shirt, dropped the keys on the counter, and headed straight to the bathroom.

The shower restored some balance. The water came down hard and direct, and for a moment it forced me to stop thinking. But only for a moment. When I got out, wrapped in a towel, I could already feel sweat forming on my back again. July offered no relief.

I looked out the window toward the garden. The pool was shining, but not the way it should. The robot had done part of the work, sure, but the surface was covered in leaves. It was as if the trees had decided to sabotage the aesthetics. I went down to clean it while I waited for her, grabbed the leaf skimmer and started dragging it slowly across the water. It was a mechanical gesture. I liked doing it and seeing the results. It gave me a dumb sense of calm.

While I cleaned, my thoughts drifted back to Patricia. To her body slipping into this pool on hot nights, to the way she dove without making a sound, to how she gathered her hair up without glancing at any mirror.

I was going to ask her again. To come stay, even if only for the summer. To leave that sweltering apartment of hers for a few months. She has everything here: space, fresh air, the pool, her clothes, her toothbrush. This house is made for two. Too big for just me.

I knew she'd give me the same answer she always did: that she needed her space, that she liked her neighborhood, the suffocating heat of August nights. The mess of her things, her books she'd never started. I respected that. But I also knew that if she'd just let go of that fierce independence a little, she'd see how good things could be here. With me.

I'd make her coffee in the mornings. We could read by the pool. And if she didn't feel like talking, there was so much space we could go the whole day without crossing paths if we didn't want to. There was room enough here to hold all the words we didn't want to say.

It wasn't about trapping her. Or taking anything away. Just about making what we had more solid… but without interruptions. Without weekend suitcases. Without the constant coming and going.

The pool was clean now. I set the skimmer aside and sat down on one of the loungers, my body damp with sweat.

I thought: “Tonight, when she gets here, I'll tell her. No beating around the bush. Nice and calm.”

I had built my life around Patricia. Not out of dependence or submission, but out of conscious devotion, out of the certainty that love was something you also built through dedication. But I was aware that whenever a crucial moment arrived, she always pulled back. Sometimes I had the strange feeling that I wasn't enough for her somehow, and that hurt. At work, I was the most self-assured person you could imagine, but in my personal life, I felt a little more distant from her every day. I was afraid she was getting bored with me.

Thirty-two years old, with the kind of beauty that didn't go unnoticed. Not an explosive or flashy beauty, but one that revealed itself in the details: in the intensity of her green eyes, in the elegance of her movements, in the way her skin always looked tended to, smooth, without the slightest sign of neglect. Her blonde hair, with almost platinum highlights, fell in soft waves, always styled, always carrying a subtle fragrance that lingered in the air.

The gym had sculpted her body with discipline. Her firm thighs, her defined waist, the flat stomach she never had to hide. And her ass… her ass was a work of art, round, high, the kind that didn't need tight clothes to draw attention. She walked with confidence, with the certainty that every part of her body was the result of conscious effort, of a dedication that had never wavered.

If getting her to spend time at the house was already a challenge, I didn't even consider taking things a step further. I wanted to share my life with her. I wanted to start a family, but she insisted on keeping that invisible barrier between us, the one that kept me from ever fully reaching her. Because she always had an argument ready: “I don't want to lose my independence,” “when I'm established in my career,” “when the moment is right.” I had accepted it, trusting her words, believing there was still time. But now I understood that wasn't the whole truth. It wasn't about work or the perfect moment. I was starting to think she had never intended to share her life with me that way, and I couldn't understand why.

I heard her before I saw her. Heels clicking against the cement path that led to the porch. I recognized those confident steps immediately. Stepping strong, as Alejandro Sanz would say. I turned on the lounger, and there she was.

Wearing a summer dress with spaghetti straps, her skin golden as if the sun had caressed only her. The dress moved with the breeze as if it had a will of its own. Blonde hair, loose, falling over her collarbone. She smelled like something between sunscreen and freshly cut orange peel. A perfect mix of vacation and desire.

She walked with that stride I've never been able to classify: not arrogant, not hurried, not flirtatious. It's just hers. She walked with the confidence of someone who doesn't need to apologize for taking up space. And she always filled every room she entered.

When she reached me, she said nothing. She leaned down and kissed me. A long, wet kiss, unhurried. No questions. No need for explanations. I sank into her mouth as if the week apart had left me starving for her. As if time itself had crouched down just to allow us this.

“Have I told you how gorgeous you look?” I murmured, barely pulling away to take her in.

“Every time you see me, but it never hurts to hear it again.”

She gave me that crooked smile, the one she used when she didn't want to seem soft. She set her purse on one of the loungers, slipped off her heels—always with elegance, without a sound—and sat down next to me. She crossed her legs with her usual relaxed sensuality.

“How'd Germany go?” she asked.

“Good. Same as always, I guess. I had the project well prepared, which is what they like over there. They're efficient—nobody improvises. We got the A93 bridge contract. No surprises.”

“And the food? Did you eat like an engineer or like a tourist?”

“Like a tired engineer. Hotel buffet, a beer, and in bed before eleven. Nothing epic.”

“Very you.” She smiled, then stretched a little. “I worked all week. No breaks. Three private hospitals in four days, two doctors who don't even know what they're prescribing, and a department head who thinks 'visiting' means smiling with cleavage. After Cádiz… I'm drowning in work and presentations.”

“And did you?” I asked, half joking.

“What? Wear a low-cut top? Of course. I wore an even lower one. But then I started talking pharmacokinetics and that wiped the smile right off his face.”

I half-laughed. I loved when she rose to the occasion like that. She was an expert at getting the last word.

“Did you get any sleep?” I asked.

“Barely. It was hot in my apartment. The fan makes more noise than it moves air. And I’ll tell you something: there’s no greater pleasure than getting here and seeing that pool. Even if I had a hundred more meetings, I’d come just for this.”

I looked at her. She was perfect, as if the house had been waiting for her. As if I had too. And I knew this was the moment. She’d handed it to me on a silver platter.

“Patricia...”

“Yes?” she said, looking at the pool, not at me.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about us. You could move in here this summer. Just for the hot months. You’d have your space. Your routine. But we’d be together, without you having to leave at the end of the day. We’d have dinner here. Be more comfortable.”

Silence. Long and heavy. Then she turned and looked at me.

“I knew you were going to say that.”

“And?”

“And I still don’t know what to tell you. But I’m not closing the door. The offer is tempting.”

She said it as she stood up and walked toward the pool. She sat on the edge, feet dangling in the water. The halogen lights made her hair shine, and for a moment I couldn’t think about anything else. Just her, and wanting her to say yes.

“You can invite Monica whenever you want. I’m sure she’d love to take a dip,” I said, still on the lounge chair, watching her kick at the water, making it splash.

She turned her head with a half smile.

“Are you sure? You know what she’s like...”

“Yes, I know she blows in like a hurricane, has an opinion about everything, and drinks wine like it’s juice. But I also know she makes you laugh. And when you laugh...”

“What?” she asked, one eyebrow raised.

“...I forget everything I’m missing.”

“And what are you missing?”

“You.”

“Don’t be silly. You have me.”

“Not the way I’d like to. I always have this feeling of impermanence, that you’ll leave in the middle of the night. I want permanence, not impermanence.”

“Wow. Have you turned into a poet, or is it the heat?” she said, amused.

“A little of both. But I’m serious. Look, we can have a barbecue on Sunday. I’ll handle the meat, you pick the music, and invite whoever you want. Monica, whoever. That’s what this house is for.”

“A party. Forget the barbecue.”

“A party then. Works for me.”

She went quiet, thinking. She swished her feet in the water, as if the rhythm might help her sort out her thoughts.

“And if I stay...?” she asked, like someone tossing a stone into water to see how many ripples it makes.

I looked at her intently.

“Are you serious?”

“Yes. I’ve been resisting because... because I didn’t want to feel like I was losing something. My apartment, my routine, my... freedom. But the truth is, every time I come here, it’s hard to leave. I relax. I sleep better. And with you... well, with you everything’s easier.”

“I don’t want you to lose anything, Patri. I want you to add to your life. To have this space as yours too.”

“But if I come, it’ll be with conditions,” she warned, raising a finger.

“Whatever you want.”

“Don’t ask me about every damn thing I do. I don’t want to feel like I’m being watched.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“And I need a space to work. A private little office. Oh, and I’m not going to run around to three hospitals a day and then come home to iron shirts, okay?”

“There are several empty rooms. We’ll set up whatever you need. A desk, high-speed WiFi throughout the house. And you know I have someone who comes Monday through Friday. Ironing my shirts will be the last thing you’ll have to worry about.”

“And this is important...” she looked at me mischievously, “you clean the pool. Every day.”

“Deal.”

She got up from the edge, came over, and gave me another kiss—shorter, but charged with something different: resolve.

“So we’re having the party tomorrow?” she asked.

“Yes. And tomorrow we’ll go shopping for whatever you want. Wine, glasses, canapés... Actually, I’m thinking we should call a caterer. Otherwise it’ll be too rushed.”

“And flowers. I want flowers on the table.”

“You'll have flowers. And shade. And cold drinks.”

“Then I'm staying.”

She didn't say it like some solemn declaration, but like someone finally giving in to the obvious. Like someone deciding to stop fighting what she knew was good for her.

I stood up, walked over to her, and wrapped my arms around her waist—her skin damp with sweat—and whispered:

“You have no idea how happy that makes me.”

“Don't say it too loud. I might change my mind tomorrow.”

“Then you'll have to sleep so well tonight that you won't have any doubts in the morning.”

“If you want me to have no doubts, I can think of other things we could do besides sleep…”

She laughed. And so did I.

I told her to wait. Don't move—I had something for her. I went up to the bedroom, opened the suitcase I still hadn't unpacked, and pulled out the small bag with the gray bow I'd bought in Munich. As I came back down the stairs, I carried it with a mix of nervousness and pride.

“I brought you something,” I said, handing her the bag.

“A gift?”

“Yeah, I saw it in a fancy shop at the Munich airport. Thought you'd like it.”

“You thought of me in a German airport?”

“You'd be surprised. I always think of you. Though to be honest, I was thinking of myself too.”

She opened it unhurriedly. Took out the box, opened it, and saw it: the black set, delicate, elegant. She didn't say anything at first. She ran her fingers over the lace, as if deciding whether it was beautiful or not. She undid the bow calmly, as if savoring the suspense. Took out the box, opened it slowly. Inside, a set of black lingerie, simple, elegant, with a barely visible lace trim.

“It's beautiful,” she said finally. “Thank you.”

“I'm glad you didn't say it's cheesy.”

“No, it's lovely. Suggestive without being vulgar. You know me. But…”

She looked at me, more serious now.

“Is this an 'I screwed up and I'm making it up to you,' or a 'I've been good and you've earned it'?”

“Neither. It's just… something I saw and thought would look good on you. Nothing more.”

“Okay. I appreciate it.”

She carefully tucked the garment back in the box and stood up.

“Aren't you going to put it on?”

“I love it. But if I put it on right now… it'd be a shame to get it wet,” she said, winking as she spun on her heels toward the pool.

“Get it wet?”

“Yes. Because before I try it on… I think I'm going to take a dip. I'm sticky and half melted. You have no idea how hot it's been in Madrid today.”

“Need a towel?”

“No. With the low humidity and this heat, I'll be dry in seconds,” she said as she slipped off her sundress without taking her eyes off me. She stood there completely naked, looking at me with an intensity that disarmed me, gathered her hair back with an elastic, and walked toward the edge.

“You've really improved your entrance game since you started working at hospitals,” I joked.

“You learn to make an entrance. Otherwise, no one even listens to you.”

She jumped into the water without warning. Her body broke the surface gracefully, barely making a splash. She gleamed under the bright porch lights. I used the moment to fix a couple of drinks in the living room.

“God, I forgot how good it feels here.”

“You forgot how good it feels with me, you mean.”

“Don't put words in my mouth. It's been days since we've seen each other, and if you start with that alpha male crap, I'll remind you that my shower doesn't lose pressure.”

“Is that a threat?”

“No. It's a warning. Subtle difference,” she said, floating on her back. “You give me lace, I give you reality.”

I laughed. But I couldn't stop watching her, enjoying her splendid nakedness. I knew she was testing my limits, the way she always did. And I liked it.

“So what do you think of the reality waiting for you here this summer?”

“A clean pool, a man who cooks without asking questions, shade for reading, and a comfortable couch to fuck on… doesn't sound bad.”

“And you?”

“I'll bring humor, sunscreen, and a touch of sex. Oh, and reckless friends.”

“As long as you're with me, I'll take the whole package. I want to fall asleep with you without worrying you'll be gone by dawn.”

She laughed, swam over to the edge, and looked up at me from the water with an intensity that cut through the heat.

“And what if I don't want to sleep? If you wanted sleep, you would've brought me a different gift. Right?”

“Exactly. I don't want to sleep.”

She stayed there, arms resting on the edge, water dripping down her back. Not saying anything. Just watching me with a smile. But that look was worth a thousand words.

She got out of the water without bothering to dry off. The water slid down her body, creating a sheen that immediately aroused me. She took a few steps and dropped onto one of the lounge chairs, crossed her legs, pulled out a cigarette, lit it, and sat there watching me.

I set my glass on the table and put a record in the player.

“Jazz?” I asked her.

She took a long sip of her drink, set the glass next to mine, and nodded while exhaling a slow drag of smoke. She let her head fall back and closed her eyes. Her hand began gently caressing one of her breasts. Her nipples were hard from the cool water. She said nothing and barely moved, except to trace circles with her nails on her breasts and around her navel. Neither did I. From time to time I glanced at her and listened to her breathing, which sometimes quickened, and now and then I heard a sigh, a tiny exclamation. The soft, rhythmic music enveloped us.

“You’re turning me on,” I said, amused, and turned to look at her.

Her head was thrown back, one hand on her breast, the other creeping dangerously close to her mound, which she kept completely shaved.

“I missed you,” she said.

She looked into my eyes, placed her palm on my cheek, and kissed me on the lips. Then she pulled back an inch and the tip of her tongue slid lightly over her lips. And she kissed me again. We embraced. Her body was cool against the warm night air. I felt the lounge chair creak under the weight of our movements and kisses. Driven by excitement and desire, we caressed each other, hands roaming, our lips barely separating for a second.

“I need to go to the bathroom. Why don’t you make us two more drinks? Don’t make mine too strong.”

She went to the bathroom and I went back to the living room and made two more gin and tonics with plenty of ice. When I returned, she was leaning against one of the columns supporting the porch roof.

She watched me from there, intently, with an expression I can only describe as a mixture of excitement and confidence. There was nothing timid about Patricia. Her intense eyes, still made up despite the swim in the pool, gave her the feline look of a wild animal. It was impossible to resist her pull.

The lingerie set fit her like a glove. The bra revealed her dark, hard nipples. She was radiant. Her hips perfectly outlined by the garters; her legs, her thighs, everything held in perfect tension by those heels. But as always, the best part was that feline gaze that disarmed me.

“You have an eye for sizes,” she said, running her hands sensually over her hips… “and the bra is certainly revealing.”

“Looks like you liked the outfit,” I said, unable to take my eyes off her.

I handed her one of the glasses. She took it and had a small sip. She smiled as if she’d done something naughty. She drank again and I did the same.

We kissed again, she helped me take off my clothes, which I tossed, somewhat clumsily, to the side. Her body was still cool. I kissed her again. Her eyes were closed as my hands traveled over her soft yet firm breasts. She took my hand and slid it down her belly to her mound and whispered in my ear to touch her. I began to, slowly, tracing circles over her sex, lowering my fingers along the lips of her pussy and parting them, wetting my fingertip with her slickness and sliding back up to her clit, which had swollen with arousal, taking on a presence it hadn’t had seconds before. She asked me to do it with my tongue and I obliged. I went down her chest, stopped to suck her nipples, but she pushed me lower. Patricia lifted one leg and rested it on the arm of the porch sofa, so I knelt and placed my head between her thighs and gripped them with both hands, applying more pressure. I moved the thong aside and buried my mouth in her sex and began to lick her gently. She moaned and moved her hips from side to side, up and down, in a rhythmic movement that I matched with my tongue.

Her whole body tensed and I felt it as if I’d captured her, and when I looked up, I saw her hands pinching her nipples. Her eyes were closed. A couple of seconds later she let out a long moan, and a small but prolonged tremor accompanied her orgasm.

I raised my head. Her half-naked body in that erotic ensemble was the most sensual thing I had ever seen. She was beautiful. Her breasts, her nipples, her long legs in those heels.

She moaned again and asked me to kiss her. I rose, sliding my body against hers until our eyes were level again. She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me once more.

Then with a lascivious smile she took my hand and led me to the bedroom. Her steps were confident. The movement of her hips hypnotic. She pushed me onto the bed and straddled me.

“Aren’t you tired after the trip?” she asked sarcastically between kisses.

She was very wet. I rested my hands on her hips, following the gentle, rhythmic movement of her body over mine. I took in her full beauty. Her breasts lifted by that revealing bra, her smooth belly, her hair damp with sweat falling over her face, hiding her eyes and reaching her parted lips, which revealed the tips of her teeth. The sight was so arousing that I had to close my eyes and turn my head to keep from coming at the next brush of her sex against mine.

“I want you to do it harder. Don’t always be so careful, damn it,” she protested between moans.

Her request surprised me. I pushed her aside and positioned her on all fours. Summoning what little stamina I had left, I thrust into her hard from behind. Patricia moaned, her back arching as she felt my thrusts grow more forceful. She trembled from the intensity of her own desire.

“Give me a good spanking. Spank your slut.” Patricia was wilder than I’d ever seen her.

I spanked one cheek with my hand, trying not to hurt her. She shuddered at the unexpected blow, but she wanted more.

“Harder,” she whispered. “Damn it, Fernando, don’t be so gentle!”

I delivered a harder spank. Patricia moaned, but I sensed she was still disappointed—it hadn’t met her expectations.

“I want...” Her voice came out broken, fragile. “I need you to do whatever you want to me. Give it to me harder, please.”

And then I brought my hand down harder. The sound cracked through the bedroom air. Her moan came out almost like a scream.

“Like that,” she exclaimed, tensing her back. “Keep going.”

My hands gripped her waist firmly, pulling her back toward me.

“You like it like this?” I murmured, at the edge of my endurance.

“Yes,” she gasped.

“Harder. Give it to me harder!” she begged, her voice a choked sob. “I need it. Do it.”

“I’m not going to hurt you anymore. That’s enough.”

“Just a little more. I need it... I want to feel pain. I like it,” she pleaded as I thrust into her with more urgency, more hunger. I kept spanking her, though I still didn’t want to hurt her.

Patricia screamed when her orgasm took her by surprise. It made my stamina vanish, and I couldn’t help but come with an intensity I’d never felt before. Patricia’s ass was reddened from my blows. Her legs trembled.

We collapsed, exhausted and sweaty. We kissed, and then she got up and lit a cigarette. She went down to the porch in silence and smoked a couple more. Afterward, she came back up and I wrapped my arms around her waist, feeling her hot skin, the perfume of her body, and the smell of her hair mixed with the scent of tobacco.

“Don’t be so gentle with me. I like it when you do it hard. If I tell you I want more, it’s because I want more.” Her serious tone surprised me.

“You’ve never asked me like that before,” I responded, surprised. “And I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Now you know. Don’t treat me like I’m a porcelain doll. As gentle as you’ve been, I don’t think you’ll ever hurt me.”

“What happened to you?” I asked, somewhat thrown off.

“To me? Nothing.”

“What do you mean, nothing? You’ve never behaved like that in bed before.”

“Maybe it’s time we dropped the masks. If we’re going to live together, let’s get this kind of thing clear from the start. Until now we’ve had a childish relationship, but I think at this point, it’s only fair that you know what I like. And the same goes for you. Don’t hold back on telling me what you’re into.”

“What I’m into is what I’ve always been into. I don’t have a ‘side B.’”

“Well, we’ll have to find it, Fernando. We’ll have to find it...”

Without another word, she rolled over, leaving me completely thrown off and drowning in doubt. This Patricia was nothing like the girl I’d slept with before. Her intensity, her way of speaking—everything had suddenly changed.


	 


Patricia invited a lot of people. Almost all of them strangers to me. I'd also let my coworkers and a few close friends know. At the party's peak, there must have been forty people in the garden, maybe more.

“I thought this was going to be a small party to make things official between us,” I told her.

“Relax, Fernando. Enjoy the moment. Go downstairs and greet the guests. I'll be down in a minute.”

When she came down the stairs, I had to hide my astonishment. Patricia was radiant, dressed as if she'd set out to eclipse everyone else at the party. She wore a short black dress with the thinnest straps, leaving her shoulders bare and showing off her golden skin. Her high-heeled sandals seemed to extend her legs to infinity, and the firm rhythm of her steps echoed on each stair. Her hair hung loose, perfectly styled, falling down her back with a shine that looked stolen from a commercial. Her makeup was dramatic—bold red lips and eyes lined in black—a stroke of audacity that only emphasized the confidence with which she moved.

I, on the other hand, had gone for something more classic: a long-sleeved white shirt and navy blue chinos that gave me a casual look while still being put-together. The leather belt and dark shoes completed an outfit that aimed for understated rather than attention-grabbing.

I watched her enter the living room, and for an instant it felt like the entire house revolved around her. Patricia had that ability: even in a crowded room, she could make every gaze turn toward her without any effort. I watched her with a mix of pride and a certain fear—pride because she was the one by my side; fear because her magnetism was a weapon I couldn't always control.

It was late July, and although the daytime heat was almost unbearable, temperatures dropped a few degrees at night. Still, summer had just settled into everyone's minds, and the guests arrived in light clothing, especially the women. The pool area was, without a doubt, the heart of the house during summer. A wide terrace of light stone surrounded the blue water that shimmered under the recessed floor lights, switched on to give the place an almost theatrical feel. There were lounge chairs with white cushions, folded umbrellas, and a couple of side tables laden with trays and glasses, candles flickering among them. The sound of water from the pool's filtration system was a constant murmur, a relaxing backdrop, while soft music—jazz and bossa nova—accompanied the guests' arrival. On a long table, I'd set out cold drinks, tall crystal glasses, ice in metal buckets, and a couple of trays of cold appetizers the caterers had left ready.

When Patricia's friends started showing up, I noticed the scene heating up. They'd understood perfectly what a party at our house meant: a showcase, a stage to show off. And so they arrived, dressed with calculated boldness. One wore a tight red minidress that barely covered her thighs, with straps so thin they looked ready to snap; another, an almost transparent white blouse paired with a short leather skirt that gleamed under the lights. There was no shortage of sky-high heels, plunging necklines, long tanned legs that demanded attention at first glance. Everything about them seemed to scream a desire to be looked at, to be desired.

The contrast was inevitable: Patricia's sophisticated, calculated air, with her elegant black dress and her bearing as queen of the evening, versus the almost aggressive boldness of her friends, who seemed to compete to see who could draw more stares. The atmosphere, with the illuminated pool and the first drinks making the rounds, filled with that electricity that only appears on summer nights—when clothes are minimal, the heat presses in, and smiles carry hidden meanings.

I greeted them with a polite smile, the kind I reserve for social obligations that make me slightly uncomfortable. One by one, I gave them the customary two kisses, noticing with each one the overpowering perfume, the overly tanned skin, the shine of overdone lipstick. And all the while, I couldn't help comparing them silently to Patricia.

She was a step above. Her friends were flashy, provocative, even vulgar in some cases; but Patricia shone with a different magnetism—more subtle, more refined. It was the difference between a flash and a steady flame: one can blind, the other hypnotizes.

Still, watching them as a group, I had to admit they knew how to liven things up. They laughed loudly, helped themselves to drinks without waiting for me to offer, walked barefoot across the terrace stone with their heels tossed aside, as if they'd already decided the pool was their territory. One leaned way over the table to reach a canapé, another adjusted her strap with a studied gesture—everything seemed like a continuous game of suggestion. There were also some men who, after greeting Patricia and completely ignoring me, threw themselves at those women without the slightest shame.

Inwardly, I thought the display was too much—the kind of exhibition that can turn a party into a carnival. But at the same time, there was something undeniably contagious about that shameless vitality: the house, which hours before had been calm and orderly, now buzzed with laughter, voices, and restless footsteps around the glowing water.

And in the middle of that whirlwind stood Patricia. Absolute queen, commanding every gaze. I realized she fed on this too—on that court of friends whose excess only made her stand out more.

Bea and Tomás's arrival was like the scene pausing for an instant. While Patricia's friends circled the pool laughing, in short dresses, sandals in hand and half-full glasses, flirting with men I didn't know, the two of them appeared at the terrace threshold as if entering a world they didn't quite recognize.

Bea was my right hand in the projects department, an efficient woman with a discreet manner and serious temperament, who rarely got swept up in office drama. That night she'd chosen a simple navy blue dress, elegant without being flashy, with pearl earrings that gave her a classic look. Her hair pulled back in a low bun completed the picture of restraint—almost anachronistic compared to the parade of bodies and garish colors reigning by the pool.

Beside her, Tomás, her husband, maintained his characteristic seriousness. He was an engineer like me, though in a different field, and always gave the impression of weighing his words before speaking. He wore beige pants, a perfectly pressed white shirt, a leather belt, and dark loafers. Nothing about his appearance was improvised, as if he'd spent the afternoon calculating the exact balance between elegance and comfort.

The two exchanged sidelong glances, sharing that silent complicity only a long-married couple knows when they feel out of place. And clearly, they were: the raucous laughter of one of Patricia’s friends—who by now had let her dress straps slip down her arms as if the garment were getting in her way—stood in stark contrast to Bea’s visible discomfort as she smoothed her dress for the third time in barely a minute.

I walked over and greeted them with obvious relief.

“Bea!” I said, smiling genuinely. “You finally made it! Tomás, welcome.”

“Thanks, Fernando,” she replied, trying to sound upbeat, though her eyes had already swept the scene with barely concealed astonishment. “Quite the party you’ve got going here…”

Tomás, ever the dry one, just nodded and added:

“I see the atmosphere is… lively.”

They let me guide them to the drinks table. I poured them each a glass, noticing how Bea’s eyes moved discreetly, taking in every gesture of Patricia’s friends. Her expression held a mix of curiosity and reserve—like someone who doesn’t want to judge but can’t help it.

Inwardly, I thought this probably wasn’t the kind of party Bea had pictured when I invited them. I knew she’d expected something more subdued, more “corporate” in a way: maybe a dinner to discuss our plans, unwind a bit, and chat with Patricia and me in a quiet setting. Instead, she found herself surrounded by women competing to show the most cleavage and laugh the loudest, with the music already cranked up higher than I would have liked.

While Bea accepted a glass of white wine and Tomás leaned in to murmur something to her—probably a comment about the decibel level or the number of bottles making the rounds—Patricia appeared. She approached with that walk of hers that commanded the room, her black dress swaying gently, her blonde hair perfect, her painted lips curved in a smile that seemed designed to dazzle.

“Bea, darling!” she said, as if they were old friends. “I’m so glad you came!”

She kissed her on both cheeks with an effusiveness that contrasted sharply with Bea’s restraint—she barely managed to return the greeting with a polite smile.

“You look beautiful,” Patricia murmured, though it was clearly just a courtesy, knowing that in this competition of styles, she outshone everyone.

Tomás, for his part, gave her a proper handshake, though his eyes immediately strayed to her increasingly provocative neckline. He quickly looked away toward the pool, where one of Patricia’s friends had already kicked off her heels and was dangling her feet in the water.

The clash of worlds was unmistakable. And I, knowing both Bea and Patricia well, could feel the silent tension between the restraint of one couple and the uninhibited energy of the others.

“You certainly know how to throw a party,” he said.

We hugged, but I could tell they both felt a bit out of their element. Apart from Mónica, they were the only people at the party I actually knew. Tomás was warm with Patricia, complimenting the party, the house, and her beauty.

Then a group of Patricia’s friends came over, and she excused herself to attend to the other guests. She returned a few minutes later. With that natural ease she had for owning any room, she took Bea by the arm as if they’d been confidantes for years.

“Come on, you have to try the mojito Lucía made,” she said, pointing toward the makeshift bar by the pool, where one of her friends—in a miniskirt and tight top—was shaking a cocktail shaker like she was working a beach bar in Ibiza.

Bea smiled politely but couldn’t help raising an eyebrow.

“Well… I’m usually more of a wine person,” she said diplomatically.

Patricia wasn’t having it.

“None of that! Today you’re forgetting about wine. Look, Lucía has a real knack for these things.” And without waiting for an answer, she pressed a glass into her hand.

Tomás accepted another glass, though he held it like a specimen under examination. He turned it, watched the mint leaves floating, took a sip, and gave a measured nod.

“Not bad,” he said. “A bit strong, though.”

Patricia laughed loudly.

“You just got here! Wait till you see how strong I get later.”

I stepped in to smooth things over.

“Bea, Tomás… If you’d like, we can sit out on the porch. It’s quieter there.”

Bea took the tiniest sip and gave me that look of hers—part reproach, part professional solidarity.

“Fernando, this isn’t exactly the dinner you described. That’s why we’re a bit surprised. We were expecting something quieter. But it’s fine. The party’s great.”

Patricia cut in with a wink.

“Oh, honey, if we had one of those stuffy meet-and-greet dinners, I’d die of boredom. What you need to do is loosen your tie and forget about everything for a while.”

Just then, one of Patricia’s friends—María, tall and dark-haired, in a red dress impossible to ignore—approached, swaying slightly, glass in hand.

“And who are these two?” she asked brazenly, pointing at Bea and Tomás.

“My friends,” I responded immediately, before Patricia could embellish the introduction. “Bea works with me, and Tomás is her husband.”

María flashed them a bold smile.

“Well, you two look way too serious. Relax, this is a party, not a funeral!”

Bea kept her composure with impeccable grace.

“Don’t worry, I adapt quickly,” she said, though her tone came across colder than friendly.

Patricia chimed in with her signature blend of cynicism and charm:

“Relax, Bea, you just need the mojito to kick in a little. That and a dip in the pool…” She raised her eyebrows suggestively. “…that always helps release the tension.”

The insinuation hung in the air. Bea looked toward the pool, where two girls had already stripped down to their bikinis, laughing as they splashed each other. She swallowed hard, pressed her lips together, and turned to me as if looking for an anchor.

“Fernando, tell me you don’t expect me to…” she said quietly.

I laughed and held up my hands.

“Of course not, Bea. Everyone does what they want here.”

Patricia, who’d heard everything, added with a mischievous lilt:

“Exactly. Everyone does what they want… that’s the motto.”

Tomás finally spoke up, as if to draw a line:

“Well then, for now, we’d rather just watch.”

Patricia shot him a look that mixed mockery and respect.

“Perfect, Tomás. Watch, drink, and you’ll see—before you know it, you’ll loosen up.”

Lucía appeared with another round of drinks, and the music got louder. One of the friends shouted something about dancing, and within seconds three women were swaying at the edge of the pool, as if it were an improvised runway.

Bea and Tomás stood there, drinks in hand, wedged into a world that felt foreign to them. I tried to keep the peace, but Patricia… Patricia was savoring every second of that elegant discomfort she provoked, as if proving that this was her territory, and that even my most serious colleagues would end up, sooner or later, caught in her orbit.

We drifted toward the quieter end of the porch, away from the music blaring by the pool. From there we could still hear the laughter and splashing, but at least we could hold a conversation. Tomás sat down first, stiff, setting his glass on the glass table as if he didn’t know what to do with it. Bea sat beside him, crossing her legs, and I settled in across from them.

Bea, with that calm of hers I’d seen so many times in the toughest meetings, leaned toward me slightly.

“Fernando,” she said quietly, almost as if sharing a secret, “I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but… it seems like Patricia has… invaded your house with her friends.”

The word “invaded” echoed in my head. I looked toward the pool: two of Patricia’s friends had decided to swim in flimsy dresses that now clung to their bodies, while Lucía laughed uproariously as she tried to shove another guy into the water. The scene was a stark contrast to Bea and Tomás’s composure.

“I can see that,” I said with a tired smile. “And I won’t deny it: Patricia has that overwhelming energy. When she sets her mind to something, she gets it done… even if it means turning a quiet dinner into some kind of nighttime beach bar.”

Bea tilted her head with a polite smile.

“That’s… one way to put it. Though I’d call it more like taking over. It’s your house, Fernando. And I’m surprised you have so little control over what happens in it.”

I stayed silent for a few seconds, watching the lights reflected in the pool. They were right, of course, but I didn’t want to give them the satisfaction of hearing me admit it so soon.

“It’s not about control,” I finally said. “Patricia has her style, and I have mine. I prefer to let her do her thing, enjoy it while it lasts.”

Bea raised an eyebrow.

“Enjoy?” she asked softly, but with an edge to her voice. “Are you really enjoying this? Because, Fernando, if you don’t mind my saying… you don’t exactly look relaxed.”

I sighed, taking a long sip from my glass before answering.

“The thing is, she’s different from anyone I’ve ever known. I’m drawn to that independence of hers, that… fearlessness about being who she is. Yes, she invades, Bea. But she also fills every corner with life. And sometimes, after a day of meetings and blueprints, it’s not bad to have someone blow up the routine.”

Tomás nodded, softening his wife’s comment.

“I see it that way too. At the office, you’re always the guy in control—detail-oriented, balanced. It’s not bad to let loose a little once in a while.”

I laughed, though without much conviction.

“Patricia has her space, I have mine. And if sometimes they overlap, well… I suppose that’s life as a couple.”

Bea held my gaze with the frankness she rarely showed outside of work. She pressed her lips together without adding anything more. It was her way of saying she didn’t share my opinion, but that she didn’t want to prolong the tension either.

Patricia's shout rang out from the pool:

“Fernando, stop hiding! Come dance!”

All three of us turned toward her at once. She stood at the edge, glass raised high, her black dress clinging to her skin in the humid air—a summer goddess who knew perfectly well she had everyone's attention.

Bea let out an almost imperceptible sigh.

“There she is,” she murmured. “She's a hurricane, Fernando. I think you should go to her. We're leaving. I don't think we can fit in tonight.”

“Of course. I'll walk you out. I'm sorry about all this…” I said, picking up my glass and setting it on the table before walking with them back inside.

“You have nothing to apologize for.”

We crossed the living room, the music from the garden reaching us muffled. The contrast was stark: inside, the house felt like mine again—sober, orderly; outside, the cheerful chaos Patricia had brought with her friends kept pulsing.

Bea stopped at the door, looking at me with the warmth of someone who doesn't need to say much.

“Thank you for inviting us, Fernando. Really.”

“Thank you both for coming,” I said, meaning it. “I know it's not your style, but it meant a lot to me that you were here.”

Bea gave me a warm hug and kissed both my cheeks.

“See you Monday at the office. Get some rest, if you can manage it with all this racket.”

That made me smile.

“I'll try.”

I opened the door and watched them head to the car, walking close together, solid, like a couple who knew exactly who they were and where they belonged. I stood there a few seconds, watching them fade into the dim lights of the development.

When I closed the door and returned to the garden, the contrast hit me again. Patricia and her friends shouting, the loud music, the humid summer air thick with perfume and alcohol. It was as if two worlds existed on either side of that door: the quiet order of Bea and Tomás, and the whirlwind I'd left behind.

I saw Patricia dancing. A group of friends surrounded her, moving to eighties music. No trace remained of the jazz I'd put on to welcome the guests. She'd become the undisputed center of attention. Despite the awkward moment with Bea and Tomás, I smiled, satisfied. Mónica, who'd been standing off to the side smoking a cigarette, approached me quietly.

“She's certainly not an ordinary girl,” she said.

“No. She's not. And tonight she's unleashed.”

“She looks happy. I'm glad for you both.”

“Do you know everyone who came to the party? I don't know anyone.”

“Some of them, but not all. Patri must have dug through her contacts…” she answered.

I stood watching from the shadow cast by one of the awnings. The music had shifted to a slower, less festive rhythm, and Patricia, casual as anything, had let herself be drawn to the center of the terrace. The man with her was dancing too close, with a confidence that didn't belong to a mere acquaintance.

I leaned toward Mónica, who was sipping champagne without taking her eyes off the scene, the deep gold of the wine catching against her red-painted nails.

“Who's that guy?” I asked her, without looking away from the couple turning under the lights.

Mónica, with her usual air of nonchalance, tilted her head and squinted as if trying to focus better. She took a long sip and shrugged.

“I don't know… I don't know him.”

Her answer was so light that it bothered me a little. She, however, didn't seem to notice. Suddenly she set her glass on a low table and, with that boldness that came so naturally to her, headed toward them.

I stood still, following the scene as if it were improvised theater. Patricia was laughing, leaning backward with the gesture of someone enjoying being the center of attention, while the man kept a firm hand on her waist. When Mónica reached them, Patricia's smile hardened for just an instant. I didn't hear what they said, but I saw Mónica raise her chin, supremely confident, and then Patricia's eyes sharpen, a flash of annoyance crossing that mask of charm she wore so well.

It was a brief clash, but undeniable. The two sized each other up, like swords crossing before pulling apart.

After a few seconds, Mónica came back to me. Her face had changed: the lightness from before was gone, replaced by a guarded seriousness, almost uneasy. She picked up her glass again and drank without looking me in the eyes.

“Well?” I asked, trying to keep my tone calm.

Mónica barely hesitated, then responded with a rehearsed gesture of disdain, as if trying to downplay what she'd seen.

“Nothing. He's a colleague of Patricia's.”

She said it quickly, too quickly, and the word colleague sounded hollow to me, as if it concealed more than it revealed.

I stayed silent, my gaze fixed on Patricia, who kept dancing with the same man, though now she was no longer laughing. Her smile seemed tenser, forced, as if she sensed we were watching her.

The music kept playing, light, festive. But for me, suddenly, the entire party had changed color.

Without a doubt, the worst moment of any party is when everyone's left and the music has stopped and you look around at the desolation and chaos, and it hits you that you're the one who has to clean it all up. I hadn't drunk much, but I was tired and a bit off-kilter. I closed all the doors and windows, turned off the garden and pool lights, and started emptying ashtrays and gathering up the glasses scattered around the porch to take them to the kitchen. That's when I heard a thud, then laughter, then muffled murmurs. They were coming from the entrance hall. I set down what I was holding and headed over. At that moment the door closed and I saw Patricia with her back to me, having just seen off some straggler. The echo of the music still seemed to float in the air, along with the smell of spilled alcohol and pool chlorine.

Patricia leaned against the wall for a second, as if she needed something to hold her up. Her makeup had run on her eyelids, leaving dark shadows under her eyes, and her lipstick was nothing more than uneven traces on her lips. Her hair, which had been perfect at the start of the night, now fell in loose, disheveled strands over her shoulders. Her black strappy dress was wrinkled, with small marks from being stretched and tugged too many times during hours of dancing.

With a weary gesture, she bent down, slipped off her high-heeled sandals, and let them drop to the floor, almost with abandon. She walked barefoot to the living room and let herself fall onto the sofa like someone surrendering after a battle. She said nothing. She just stretched out her legs, tilted her head, and closed her eyes for a few seconds, breathing deeply.

I followed her in silence, carrying that mixture of exhaustion and frustration that builds up at the end of a night that's gone wrong. I stood there for a few seconds in front of her, looking at her in that state: still beautiful, yes, but undone, without the impeccable mask she'd worn hours earlier.

I sat down beside her and, in a tone more firm than kind, said:

“The party got out of hand.”

She barely opened one eye, looked at me without moving her head, and gave a tired, almost mocking smile.

I watched her for a few seconds. The contrast struck me: the impeccable Patricia who had greeted the guests versus this woman now resting, exhausted, without her mask, her dress wrinkled and makeup smudged. But even so, there was something magnetic about her, as if that disorder made her more real, more accessible.

I settled onto the sofa, leaving a careful distance between us, and rested my arms on my knees. The silence of the house felt almost strange after so many hours of noise.

“Everything's turned upside down,” I said, looking around, as if the house spoke for itself. Empty glasses on the tables, abandoned napkins, a damp towel on the floor.

Patricia sighed, opened her eyes, and looked at me with a glimmer of weariness in her smile.

“The best parties always leave their mark, don't they?” Her voice was hoarse, as if it too had been dancing.

“Maybe,” I replied, avoiding any harsh tone. “Though right now it looks more like a battlefield than a party.”

She laughed softly, a weak laugh, and sat up a bit to brush away a strand of hair stuck to her face. Then she settled back against the cushion, barefoot, with her legs folded on the sofa. She began massaging her toes, which showed the reddened marks left by the sandal straps.

“Don't be so dramatic. Tomorrow we'll clean up and that's that.”

I nodded. I glanced toward the window, where I could still make out some bottles by the pool.

“I don't remember the last time I saw the house like this. But I suppose that's a good thing too, right? Breaking the routine a bit.”

“Exactly,” she said, suddenly more animated, as if she needed me to understand. “Life can't all be order, work, and schedules. Sometimes you need a little… chaos.”

I turned toward her, looking for her eyes.

“You certainly know about chaos.”

Patricia smiled with that mixture of mischief and exhaustion that defined her so well.

“And you know about setting limits. That's why we make a good team.”

There was no reproach in her words, just an attempt to soften the mood, to show that she'd enjoyed herself and hoped I could see it differently.

I leaned back a bit, relaxing against the cushion.

“Did you have a good time?”

She nodded slowly.

“Very much. It's been a while since I laughed like that, danced so much… it was good for me.”

“I'm glad,” I answered sincerely. “That's what it was all about, wasn't it? For you to enjoy yourself.”

Patricia looked at me with a flash of unexpected tenderness, as if my tone had surprised her.

“You should enjoy yourself a bit more too, Fernando.”

I shrugged.

“Everyone enjoys themselves in their own way. Besides, I hardly knew anyone.”

She laughed again, settling against the cushion.

“You're incorrigible.”

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. I looked at her for a moment before saying it.

“Some of your friends went a bit overboard, don't you think?”

Patricia tilted her head, as if she hadn’t understood. Then she gave a short, dry laugh.

“Went too far? What do you mean?”

“The behavior. The volume, the excess. I don’t know… Sometimes it felt more like a nightclub than a house party.”

She arched her eyebrows, still wearing that half-smile I couldn’t read—defensive or mocking.

“Better that than those bores Bea and Tomás.”

I went quiet for a moment, processing the comparison.

“Bores?” I asked, almost incredulous. “They’re my friends. Some of my closest. But they didn’t know anyone. They felt out of place.”

“And they arrived late…” she said, serious now. “That’s why they found the party already in full swing.”

Patricia flinched, as if she’d grown tired of keeping up the relaxed act. She straightened up and looked at me with a defiant gleam.

“And let me tell you something. They may be close friends, but tonight they looked at me like I was an intruder. Like I didn’t belong in this house.”

“I don’t think that was their intention,” I said slowly, trying to keep my tone calm. “Maybe it’s just that… they’re not used to this kind of party.”

She snorted, annoyed.

“No, Fernando. It’s not that they’re not used to it. They judge me. With that look of ‘what’s she doing here?’ Like I’m just some stranger barging into your perfect life.”

I looked at her calmly, trying to keep the reproach out of my voice.

“Maybe what they saw was that… they didn’t fit in. It’s not the same thing.”

Patricia crossed her arms, tilting her head with that gesture that always preceded a sharp reply.

“Oh, come on. You seemed more worried about making them comfortable than about me.”

“Because they were my guests too,” I replied, a hint of firmness slipping into my voice. “I didn’t want them to feel out of place. And it was obvious you didn’t need any more attention. You were the star of the night. Don’t you think?”

She held my gaze for a few seconds, and for the first time all night, the silence felt heavy.

“Well, they were. Out of place. Just like me when they looked at me like I was… just another guest.”

“That’s not true,” I replied calmly, though I felt something tighten in my chest. “Nobody sees you as a guest here.”

Patricia looked down for a moment, but quickly recovered her proud expression.

“Oh no? Well, sometimes it feels that way.”

I kept looking at her, not knowing whether to push or let it go. The line was thin: one wrong step and the conversation would shatter. I ran a hand through my hair, buying time.

“Patricia, you don’t have to take everything to the extreme. It was a dinner, a party… nothing more.”

She leaned back on the sofa, uncrossed her arms, and settled in like she wanted to appear relaxed, though her eyes said otherwise.

“Sure, for you everything is ‘nothing more.’ Always downplaying what I feel.”

“That’s not it,” I answered calmly, though the words stung. “I’m just saying you don’t have to see ghosts where there aren’t any.”

She laughed, an ironic sound.

“Ghosts? Wow, so now I’m imagining things.”

“What I’m saying,” I tried to backtrack, “is that Bea and Tomás didn’t judge you. They were uncomfortable, yes, but not with you. With the situation.”

Patricia gave me a sidelong look, her expression weighing every word I said.

“Interesting… because to me it looked like they saw me as… some concession you made. Like I didn’t fit into your world of big construction companies and high-level meetings.”

I leaned toward her, keeping my voice low but firm in a different way.

“You’re not some concession. And you know it.”

She held my gaze without blinking.

“Do I?” she asked, almost whispering, her voice thick with skepticism. “Sometimes I’m not so sure.”

An uncomfortable silence fell. I pressed my hands between my knees, trying to hold myself together.

“Look, Patricia… I just wanted everyone to feel comfortable. That’s all.”

“Well, you failed,” she replied softly, but with an edge. “Because they left early, and I… ended up feeling like I was in the way in your own house.”

I swallowed hard.

“Damn it, Patri. You’re blowing this out of proportion. It’s not that big a deal.”

“Oh no?” she said, tilting her head. “Because what I saw was you getting up to walk them to the door like they were the guests of honor. And you didn’t pay the slightest attention to my friends.”

I ran my hand over my face, exhausted. Every word felt like a spark near a gas can. Her makeup was smudged, her dress wrinkled, but she still had that defiant air that attracted me and threw me off in equal measure. I took a deep breath.

“Look, Patri… if we keep going down this road, we're going to end up in a real fight. And I don't want that.”

She arched an eyebrow, as if expecting more.

“I don't want to,” I repeated, more slowly. “You've decided to take an important step with me, and the last thing I want is to ruin it with some stupid fight after a party.”

Patricia didn't respond. She played with the strap of her dress—that gesture of hers I could never tell was nervousness or simple disdain.

I leaned forward a little, lowering my voice.

“It's late. We're tired. Let's just go to sleep, and tomorrow… tomorrow we'll deal with everything.”

She watched me in silence for a few seconds, as if weighing whether this was surrender or common sense. Finally, she shrugged.

“Whatever you want,” she murmured, getting up slowly from the couch, barefoot, sandals in hand.

I watched her climb the stairs. With each step, I told myself I'd done the right thing, that I'd kept things from blowing up. But I couldn't shake the feeling that Patricia's silence spoke louder than any shout.

Patricia undressed slowly, and without putting anything on, slipped into bed without another word, turning her back to me with a sharp, deliberate motion, as if closing an invisible door between us. I turned off the screen on my nightstand, leaving us in semi-darkness, barely lit by the streetlight filtering in. I lay there a moment, looking at her. Her skin was warm, still carrying the scent of suntan lotion, smudged makeup, and that sweet sweat from the party. I slid my hand down her back, a soft caress, trailing down to her ass.

“I'm exhausted,” she whispered, not turning around.

I pulled my hand back, trying not to let it feel like a reproach, though inside, a pang of emptiness tightened in my chest. I turned onto my side, resting my head on the pillow, but I couldn't close my eyes. The darkness didn't carry me to sleep—it carried me back to the pool, to the lights dancing on the water, and to her, Patricia, at the center of everything, as if she owned the night itself. And to that stranger holding her by the waist, a few inches closer than I could tolerate.

I couldn't help it: I saw her dancing, that black dress riding up just a little higher than it should, the straps slipping from her shoulders as if on purpose. The music pounded and she moved with a shamelessness that wasn't for me—not in that moment, at least. It was for everyone. For the air, for the curious glances, and especially for that man I didn't know.

The memory burned. Her easy laugh, exaggerated, almost insolent, leaning toward that stranger as if everyone else had vanished. I didn't hear what she was saying to him, but I didn't need to: the gestures, the way she touched his arm, the brightness in her eyes told me too much. The Patricia lying in front of me now, surrendered and silent, was the same one who just hours ago had seemed to forget I existed. And that thought churned my stomach.

I wondered who that man was. Just a work colleague, like Mónica had said with a lightness that didn't convince me? Or something more? The shadow of doubt crept in slowly, like smoke seeping through cracks. I tried to push it away, tell myself I was tired, that I was exaggerating, that it was just the tension from the party. But the image kept returning: Patricia leaning in, Patricia laughing with a different spark, Patricia speaking in a tone I knew too well because I'd heard it before—when she wanted to seduce me.

It hurt to admit: that Patricia wasn't the same one now turning her back on me. That woman who had dazzled everyone at the party was a version of her that seemed to slip through my fingers. How much did I have to do with that version of her? Was she with me because she wanted to be, or just because it was comfortable, easy, safe?

I turned my head and looked at her again, her silhouette cut against the sheet. She was there, in my bed, in my house, but for the first time in a long time I had the feeling she wasn't with me. It was as if she lived in two different worlds: the one we shared, with its order, its plans, its comforts; and another, darker, more uninhibited, that she barely let me glimpse. And that other world, the one that had just revealed itself at my own pool, scared me.

I closed my eyes. I tried to tell myself that the next day everything would look different, that the hangover from the party would be just that—tiredness and excess. But my head kept spinning, as if that scene—her dancing, her laughing with that stranger—had tattooed itself in my memory.

I woke up early, as always. The July sun poured in through the blinds, that unforgiving glare that heats the room from the first moment of morning. Patricia was still asleep, curled up, her hair a mess, the makeup from the night before still smudging her skin. There was something almost tender about seeing her like that, defenseless, though I knew the hangover would be waiting for her the moment she opened her eyes.

I decided not to make any noise. I went down to the kitchen and started the coffee maker. I opened the fridge, took out orange juice, bread for toast, some fruit. I arranged everything on the table like a ritual: plates, glasses, the smell of coffee filling the room. I wanted her to find everything ready when she got up, as if the day were starting clean, with no trace of the party.

After a while I heard her slow footsteps in the hallway. She appeared in the kitchen wearing a loose t-shirt, eyes puffy, face set in a tired grimace.

“God…” she murmured, bringing a hand to her forehead. “Even my soul hurts.”

I smiled at her, trying to downplay it.

“Everything's under control. Coffee, juice, and an aspirin later if you want.”

She dropped into the chair with a sigh and grabbed the glass of juice like it was holy water.

“I don’t even know how I made it to bed.”

“You made it,” I replied gently, pouring her coffee. “And you slept like a rock.”

She glanced at me sideways, too tired to figure out if there was something more behind my words. She just bit into a piece of toast and sank into the chair.

“Last night… it was too much,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Yeah…” I answered after a pause. “Too many people, too much heat, too much alcohol.”

I didn’t want to add more. It wasn’t the right time. I watched her close her eyes after a sip of coffee, as if she wanted to erase images just like I had the night before. I bit my tongue; I knew that if I mentioned any detail from the party, the mood would change.

So I chose normalcy instead.

“Today we’ll take it easy. Pool and couch with the AC on. That’s it.”

She gave me a tired but grateful smile.

“Sounds perfect. Don’t ask me for anything else. I’ll take a shower and then just rest all day.”


PATRICIA

	


Listening to Fernando bustle around the kitchen cleaning up, Patricia stepped out of the shower, still wrapped in a towel, her hair dripping slightly. Steam filled the room, blurring the outlines of the furniture and filling the air with the scent of soap and citrus. Her phone vibrated on the counter. It was Mónica. She sighed with a mix of curiosity and amusement before answering.

“Are you crazy?” Mónica exclaimed almost immediately, her voice tight with barely contained anger. “Bringing Diego to the party?”

Patricia leaned back on the still-unmade bed, propping herself on one arm, her lips curving into a smile that mixed cynicism and contempt.

“Crazy? No, darling. I like taking risks. And frankly, watching how everyone reacts is half the fun.”

Mónica snorted, clearly holding back her irritation.

“Patri… Fernando asked me about the stranger,” she said, lowering her voice, tension evident. “I got out of it as best I could, but I don’t know if he bought the ‘work colleague’ thing.”

Patricia rolled her eyes, letting out a small sigh—part boredom, part amusement.

“Let me guess… did he give you a funny look, or ask awkward questions? No, right?” Her tone was sharp, almost playful. “Don’t worry. He always believes what he wants to believe. It’s all about presentation and attitude.”

Mónica frowned, the first signs of anger surfacing in her voice, mixed with disbelief.

“Patri… you can’t keep testing Fernando all the time. It’s not a game.” Her tone was firm, trying to steer the conversation toward seriousness.

Patricia played with her damp hair, then lay back, lightly caressing her breasts and settling into a posture of complete disdain.

“Come on, Mónica… if I’m going to live with him, I’m not going to stop having fun just because I’m afraid he’ll get upset. Besides, I didn’t do anything with Diego. But you can’t deny there was a certain thrill to it. My beloved boyfriend and the guy who fucked me in Cádiz a week ago, face to face.” A sly smile crossed her lips. “You don’t have to worry. I know exactly how far I can go.”

Mónica took a deep breath, feeling her irritation grow, mixed with concern and a hint of helplessness.

“Patri… I’m just saying you’re crossing the line. Fernando’s not stupid, and… you know how he gets when something doesn’t add up. He’s not the type to let things go.”

Patricia let out a brief, light laugh, as if the comment had barely touched her.

“Mónica, my dear friend, relax. He loves me. I love him. And the rest… is just a balancing act that, believe me, I handle perfectly.”

Mónica was silent for a moment, processing Patricia’s words, noticing the mix of confidence and defiance in every syllable. The conversation hung between Patricia’s calculated disdain and Mónica’s growing tension, a clash of worlds that neither was willing to concede just yet.

Patricia set the phone on the pillow with a barely perceptible smile. She lay back for a moment, watching the steam from the shower rise in spirals around the mirror. She thought about Mónica and her increasingly angry tone; a spark of distrust flickered in her mind. “She’s turning against me,” she reflected. She didn’t want anyone, not even her best friend, interfering with what she’d decided to do. The thought of her date with Diego the next day sent a tingle of excitement through her; she wouldn’t tell Mónica anything, at least not for now. It was a small pleasure, her secret, an act of independence and defiance.

With that thought spinning in her head, Patricia put on a light blue summer dress and matching wedge espadrilles and slowly descended the stairs. The house was quiet, the party music long gone, and the air smelled faintly of cigarette smoke and freshly cut grass from the terrace. Fernando was in the kitchen, picking up plates and glasses, wearing a relaxed smile that contrasted with the intensity of the previous night.

“Are you hungry?” he asked, plating some leftover canapés from the party and opening a bottle of champagne he’d put in the fridge.

Patricia walked over to the sofa, letting the fabric of her summer dress brush against her legs as she sat down.

“A little,” she said, her tone neutral, though her mind was still on Diego.

“There are leftover canapés. I put them in the fridge last night. We could eat those. Saves us having to cook.”

“Better than nothing…” she said listlessly.

They ate in silence for a few minutes, the house tranquil except for the faint hum of the air conditioning. Patricia took small bites, her attention divided between the canapés and her own thoughts. Every so often she glanced at Fernando, smiling slightly, as if trying to project an air of normalcy.

Fernando, oblivious to Patricia’s whirlwind of emotions, commented on trivial details—the morning, the weather, the cleaning he’d done after the party. Patricia nodded, responding with brief phrases, while maintaining absolute control over her emotions and the information she shared. Every movement, every word, was calculated; she knew that the previous night and what she was planning for the next day were her own affair.

The contrast between the calm of the improvised meal and the intensity of her thoughts gave her a strange sense of power: she could appear calm, almost submissive, while keeping all her decisions and whims entirely under her own control.

Patricia finished the last bites of the canapés with measured calm, letting the tip of her tongue graze the filling with almost theatrical precision. Fernando, oblivious to her insinuations, kept making small talk, as if he didn't want to discuss what had happened the night before, and she nodded and smiled, delighted not to have to justify anything. But in her mind, she fantasized about Diego. She wanted to feel his thrusts again, his fierce masculinity against every inch of her skin. The taste of his cum, the roughness of his gestures—devoid of tenderness, but brimming with passion.

As he got up to clear the plates, Patricia stayed leaning against the back of the sofa, crossing her legs with the ease of someone who knows the effect it has, even if she wasn't consciously trying to provoke it. She thought about Diego, about the date they had planned; the anticipation made her feel light and powerful at the same time. She observed Fernando's every movement, analyzed every gesture, and allowed herself a small cynical thought: “He doesn't even suspect what's behind my smile.”

Fernando returned with the clean plates and sat down next to her, resting his elbows on his knees and gazing at the sky through the large living room windows.

“Want to go out to the garden for a bit?” he asked casually, unaware that Patricia's mind was elsewhere.

“No, I think I'll stay here for a while,” she replied softly, with a small smile that hid the intensity of her thoughts. “I feel like relaxing, enjoying the cool air. It's hot outside. When the sun goes down, we can take a dip.”

Fernando nodded, accepting her answer without pressing. For him, everything seemed normal. For Patricia, every minute of shared calm was an exercise in control: she could appear present, attentive, and affectionate while keeping the thrill of her secret intact. She felt a strange pleasure watching Fernando trust her completely, never suspecting the parallel life her mind was already beginning to construct.

Between sips of champagne, Patricia mentally reviewed the afternoon she had planned with Diego, smiling at each possible scene, each small risk, each spark of excitement the idea of slipping away from her life with Fernando gave her. She felt in control, and that control was, for now, enough to keep the tension contained, to maintain the appearance of normalcy and the power of her own independence.

After eating, she excused herself and went upstairs to lie down for a while. Patricia went up to her bedroom and opened her closet with precise, unhurried movements, running her hand over the outfits hanging there. Her fingers moved through the hangers until they stopped at a black dress with thin straps, fitted at the torso with a slightly looser drape over the hips—just enough to suggest without being too obvious about her intentions. She took it out and placed it on the bed, next to a pair of tall black sandals that gleamed with every reflection of light.

She leaned toward the drawer where she kept her most daring accessories: a delicate necklace that cascaded down her neckline and long earrings that swayed with each turn of her head. She chose them carefully, knowing every detail would add to the impression she wanted to make.

In front of the bedroom mirror, Patricia tried on the dress and adjusted the straps, checking how it fell over her body. She took a step back and turned slowly, evaluating the silhouette it created. The black fabric absorbed the light and enhanced every line of her body. She put on the sandals, adjusted the straps, and took a couple of steps to feel the balance and height they gave her. It was too striking an outfit to go unnoticed by Fernando. She couldn't leave the house like that without raising suspicions. She kept searching and found a floral summer dress. Despite being very short and quite low-cut, it gave her a fresh, natural look. But the temptation of the black dress outweighed the prudence the floral one suggested. She wanted to make an impression on Diego, and she would. Besides, she could pair it with the lingerie set Fernando had brought her from Germany.

“It's just a work commitment,” she told herself silently as she went over the details. She could say she had arranged to meet with her boss so he could introduce her to some important clients who were about to sign a supply agreement, that the meeting was informal—an early dinner—and that she preferred to dress up to make a good impression. No complicated names, nothing that would raise suspicions.

She imagined how she would say it: “Fernando, I have to meet with my boss for a couple of hours before the meeting. We need to go over some important documents, and I wanted to look a bit more presentable than usual.” Her tone would be casual, with a light smile—enough so he wouldn't press. She could add that it was something that had come up at the last minute, that it wasn't planned, and that she would be home as soon as possible.


	 


The next morning, while rehearsing her excuse, Patricia touched up the polish on her toenails, then turned her attention to her mound, shaving it completely smooth as a baby's bottom.

With the excuse set in her mind, Patricia paused in front of the mirror one more moment—not to admire herself, but to mentally rehearse what she was going to say. She had to be convincing: Fernando trusted her, and she couldn't afford to make him suspicious. Her inner voice crafted a simple story, nothing over the top, that would explain why she was getting so dressed up. It sounded believable, straightforward, and gave her the freedom to carry out her plan without raising suspicions.

Makeup came last. She highlighted her eyes with bold eyeliner and a touch of shimmering shadow, then painted her lips a deep shade that matched the dress. For a moment, she studied herself in the mirror and nodded with satisfaction—everything was in place, every detail calculated to draw attention and hold it.

She slipped her phone into her purse, grabbed her light jacket, and left the bedroom with a purposeful stride, as if the work meeting were the only thing on her mind that day.

Before leaving, she picked up her small purse and slung it over her shoulder. She took one last look at her reflection: black dress, high heels, perfectly styled hair, and makeup that made her eyes pop. Every choice was designed to make an impact, and Patricia left the bedroom with confidence, aware that every gesture would count.

Fernando was on the terrace, sitting with a folder of documents on his lap, his glass of water already sweating in the July heat. He looked up when Patricia appeared, still adjusting the purse on her shoulder.

“You're leaving already?” he asked, with that mix of curiosity and routine he used when he wanted to know without prying too much.

Patricia gave him an easy smile, tilting her head slightly.

“Yes, I have to see my boss before the meeting. Nothing unusual… some documents he asked us to go over together for this afternoon's meeting with the managers of the new Quirón clinic. We're meeting somewhere nearby, so it won't take long.”

Fernando set the folder on the table and watched her closely. There was something about the way she'd dressed up that caught his attention.

“Your boss?” he repeated, as if wanting to be sure.

She held his gaze with studied calm.

“Yes, it's an important contract, and he doesn't want any mistakes. It came up suddenly. You know how he is… always remembering important things right after the weekend,” she said, with a slight air of resignation.

Fernando nodded slowly, without a trace of reproach.

“Well… as long as they don't steal too much of your time. Want me to drive you?”

Patricia declined gently, without hesitation.

“No need, I'm taking my car. That way I can come back when I'm done and not have to depend on anyone.”

He smiled, though there was a hint of restrained curiosity.

“All right. Try not to be too late. I was thinking we could have dinner together.”

Patricia leaned in and kissed him on the lips—brief but intense—as if to dispel any doubt that might be lingering.

“Of course. I promise,” she said, letting the words land with a warmth meant to sound convincing.

Fernando watched her descend the steps toward the garden, her heels clicking on the stone. For a second, it struck him how much the atmosphere of the house had changed since Patricia started coming and going according to her schedule. But he quickly returned to his papers.

Patricia, on the other hand, felt a tingle of triumph as she opened her car door. The excuse had worked without a single crack.

Fernando stayed still for a moment, watching Patricia's reflection disappear behind the gate. He closed the folder and rested his elbows on the terrace table, interlacing his fingers like someone trying to hold his thoughts together.

Something didn't quite fit. He couldn't say exactly what—Patricia always had quick, natural, convincing answers. But years of engineering and contract bids had taught him that convincing doesn't always mean true.

The way she'd dressed up to “meet with her boss” was the first thing that nagged at him. Too dressed up for something supposedly routine. That fitted, sexy dress, the dramatic makeup, the heels… it wasn't the look of someone going to review boring paperwork. Though he reminded himself he might be unfair—Patricia always looked impeccable, even just to run out for bread.

His gaze drifted toward the pool. Leaves still floated in the water, traces of the previous night's party, of that atmosphere that still made him uncomfortable. He thought about Mónica—how she'd moved through the house so naturally, how quickly she'd answered when he asked about the stranger dancing with Patricia. A “work colleague,” she'd said. Too brief. Too precise.

He knew how to spot uncomfortable silences; they were like gaps in a blueprint that no one pointed out but everyone knew were there. And something in that answer had sounded hollow.

He took a deep breath. Was he being distrustful? He didn't want to be. He'd always valued Patricia's independence, her strong character, that spark that pulled him out of his routine as a meticulous engineer. She wasn't one to ask permission or need approval. And he'd accepted that from the start. But accepting wasn't the same as not feeling a twist in his gut when he saw her shining somewhere beyond his reach.

He got up slowly, gathered the papers, and went into the house. As he passed through the living room, he noticed the wrinkled dress she'd left thrown over an armchair—an unconscious reminder of how easily she claimed any space as her own.

As he headed up to his office, he promised himself not to overthink it. Patricia would come back, they'd have dinner together, and everything would carry on as usual. Yet in a corner of his mind—that cold corner where the most difficult equations lurked—a nagging variable remained: had she really stepped out to review documents before the meeting?


	 


They’d agreed to meet mid-morning at the discreet bar of a hotel near La Castellana. Patricia arrived first, ordered ice water, and sat with her back to the street. Diego showed up a few minutes later, looking just as relaxed as he had in Cádiz. He sat across from her, leaning back in his chair, loosening his tie with an easy gesture and a cocky smile on his face. They exchanged the briefest of greetings—no caresses, no ceremony, just the unspoken understanding of two people who already knew why they were there.

“Quite a party last night,” Diego said as soon as he sat down, a crooked smile on his face. “I really enjoyed it. And I loved meeting your boyfriend. There’s something deliciously wicked about you.”

Patricia blinked slowly, not returning the smile.

“Did it turn you on?” she replied. “It did me.”

“The party at your place… that clueless look on his face…” Diego said with a half-smile. “I enjoyed watching your boyfriend so calm, not suspecting a thing.”

Patricia didn’t flinch. She removed her sunglasses slowly, looked him in the eye, and arched an eyebrow.

“Obviously, Diego. You and I both know why we’re here today.”

“Of course I know,” he replied, resting an elbow on the table. “But tell me, didn’t you feel something when you were dancing with me right in front of him? You were provoking him.”

Patricia shrugged, the gesture bordering on contempt.

“I provoke whoever I want, whenever I want. And if Fernando found out, obviously he wouldn’t understand. But he lives in his own world of contracts, meetings, and numbers.”

Diego laughed softly, his eyes never leaving her.

“A boyfriend being cheated on, and you’re completely unfazed. You’re cold, Patricia.”

“Call it what you want,” she replied, leaning in a little. “The only thing that matters is that I’m here. With you. And I want you to fuck me until I break. That’s what I came for. Nothing else. Make no mistake. And I’m here because you fuck well. Period.”

“Right,” he said smugly. “And him… Does he have any idea what his precious girlfriend is about to do on a Monday morning?”

Patricia tilted her head just slightly.

“Don’t try to analyze me,” she said. “You’re not a psychologist. And leave Fernando out of this.”

“I’m not analyzing you,” he replied with soft irony. “Think about it: his house, his pool, his people… and there you were, dancing with me.”

Patricia held his gaze.

“Did you come here to gloat over him, or for something else?”

Diego nodded.

“For the other thing. I just wanted to make sure you wouldn’t back out.”

“I’m not backing out,” she said. “I’ve made it clear what I want today.”

He leaned back in his chair, appraising her.

“You look impeccable. Too sexy for ‘reviewing reports.’”

“Are you worried about my wardrobe?” she said without blinking. “I’m worried about time. I don’t have all afternoon.”

“I’m not worried. It turns me on that you dressed like this for me. We can go up whenever you want.”

They rode up in the elevator in silence, wrapped in that electrically charged calm that needed no words. Patricia settled against the mirrored wall. She propped one sandal against the elevator wall and threw her head back, her intense gaze never leaving him. Her citrus perfume filled the confined space. Diego watched her openly, wearing that cocky smile of his. Only three floors, but the ride felt long, as if each second were a test of their restraint over what was already decided.

When they reached the hallway, they walked quickly. Patricia opened the door with a mechanical gesture, but as she stepped inside, she let out a sigh, releasing a familiar tension. Diego locked the door behind them and approached her, pausing to look her up and down.

“Do you usually dress like this for work?” he asked, his voice low, as she set her purse on the chair.

Without looking at him, Patricia slipped the straps of her dress off her shoulders and let it fall to the floor. The lingerie underneath—delicate black lace—gleamed under the soft lamplight. Diego whistled softly.

“Wow…” he said with a smirk. “And here I thought I’d already seen all your cards. Turns out you were keeping an ace up your sleeve.”

Patricia arched an eyebrow, a smug half-smile on her lips.

“You know the best part? It’s a gift from Fernando.”

Diego burst out laughing—that smug laugh that sounded more like provocation than amusement.

“Your devoted boyfriend dresses you for me. How thoughtful,” he said, taking another step closer. “If he only knew…”

“Don’t be so utterly naive, Diego.” Patricia looked at him with disdain, adjusting a lace strap. “Fernando doesn’t suspect a thing. And he won’t.”

“But it is ironic, isn’t it?” Diego replied, tilting his head. “Look at you: wearing what he gave you, and here you are with me. The irony of it all.”

Patricia laughed, but with an edge in her voice.

“The irony is that I know how to play all the pieces. He thinks I’m the perfect girlfriend. You think I’m the freest woman in the world. And in the end, I do whatever I want with both of you.”

Diego stared at her, as if gauging just how deep that insulting confidence ran.

“Poor Fernando…” Diego murmured. “Always so proper, so perfect, and clueless about what he’s got at home.”

“Poor nothing.” Patricia cut him off with a gesture, confident as always. “He has everything he wants: the trophy wife, the stability, the perfect ornament for his picture-perfect life. And I, in return, get… whatever the hell I want.”

Diego shook his head, half amused, half cutting. She approached slowly, so close that her words were almost a whisper:

“You provide the passion, and Fernando the security. See? Perfect balance for me.”

Diego dropped onto the edge of the bed, resting his elbows on his knees, his eyes following her. Patricia remained standing in front of him, turning slowly to pick up the dress from the floor as if it were the most innocent gesture in the world, though she knew perfectly well she was doing it to keep him captivated. The bra lifted her breasts, her nipples hard and visible.

“You know what the best part of all this is?” he asked, with a crooked half-smile. “Your dear Fernando must be convinced that lingerie is meant to impress him.”

“That was his idea…”

Patricia let out a soft laugh, with a hint of contempt.

“But now the show is all for me. What a privilege.”

“Don’t kid yourself,” Patricia responded, sitting in the armchair with her legs obscenely spread. “There’s no privilege. Just an opportunity. If it wasn’t you, it’d be someone else.”

He laughed quietly, incredulous.

“Always so… direct. Not a hint of romance.”

Patricia turned her head toward him, her lips curved in a dangerous smile.

“Romance is slow and boring. And I didn’t come here to waste time or listen to some lovesick teenager’s words. What I want from you is the other thing. And that, darling, is something you do know how to give me.”

Diego stood up and traced a line with his finger just above her aroused nipples. Patricia bit her lower lip and threw her head back, sighing at the faint contact.

“And Fernando? Where does he fit in this equation?”

“In his place,” she replied without blinking. “At home. Paying the electric bill, the water bill, the pool robot… and the lingerie you’re so busy praising.”

Diego leaned a little toward her, the smile still on his face.

“I’m fascinated by how you can say that without your voice trembling. Anyone would think you’re made of ice. You trust me not to go around telling people?”

“Telling people?” Patricia’s lips brushed his earlobe, and her voice became a venomous whisper. “No one would believe you. And worst of all, your ‘sweet deal’ would be over. If you try to screw me over, you’ll lose one hell of a fuck. If you stay quiet… well, you know what can happen.”

Diego sat back down on the bed. She smiled, triumphant, as she began to move her hips slowly over him. There was something in that smile that infuriated and fascinated him at the same time. Patricia wasn’t just aware of the effect she had on him—she enjoyed it, fed off her ability to manipulate. Every movement, every look, was a reminder that he was playing by her rules.

“You’re all so basic, Diego,” she whispered, her voice dripping with mockery. “The promise of a good fuck, and you fall like teenagers.”

Her words angered him. A mixture of rage, frustration, and an insatiable need to prove he wasn’t just a puppet in her hands. His hands moved, gripping her hips hard.

“Is this what you want?” he said, his voice deeper than he expected. “To prove you can manipulate anyone?”

“I can.”

Patricia leaned toward him, her face millimeters from his, and though her smile remained, her eyes revealed something deeper: a mixture of fury and desire.

“Shut the fuck up and do what you know how to do, damn it,” she whispered with barely contained rage.

Before Patricia could react, he moved his hands to her waist, lifting her and throwing her onto the bed. She gasped, surprised, but didn’t resist.

“Is that what you wanted?” he growled, leaning over her as his hands, his mouth, and his teeth explored every inch of her skin with an intensity that almost genuinely frightened her. “I’m going to wreck you. Bitch.”

Patricia let out a soft laugh, her lips curving into a seductive smile.

“You finally got it,” she whispered, with a mixture of mockery and satisfaction.

The words ignited him even more. Rage and desire mixed inside him, becoming an unstoppable force. Diego let his hands slide over her thighs, moving slowly upward as she arched under his touch. Their mouths met again, this time with fierce intensity.

Every movement was a clash of repressed emotions. Patricia’s body trembled.

The air began to fill with gasps and moans. But beyond that, there was the thrill of knowing she had absolute power over Diego and over Fernando, oblivious to what was happening in that room. Patricia knew it. And she savored every moment. She let out a soft, provocative laugh, as if she knew she was playing with fire and loved every second. She arched slightly against him, her hands sliding over his chest until they gripped the fabric of his shirt.

“Look at you…” Diego murmured, his voice dripping with suggestion. “And you still want me to believe this outfit is for Fernando.”

“For who, then?” she asked, her voice shifting into a challenge. “For you? Don't be naive. This is for me. To remind myself I can still do exactly what I want.”

Diego laughed softly, disbelieving.

“And yet, here I am, benefiting from your… whim,” he whispered, biting her nipple harder than he should have.

Patricia cried out in pain but didn’t pull away. Instead, she looked at him and let herself smile with contempt, watching Diego’s eyes roam over her half-naked body.

“Whims are meant to be enjoyed,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “And you should thank me for letting you be part of this one.”

He tilted his head to one side, fascinated by her nerve.

“You have a gift for pushing a man to the edge. You’re ruthless and sarcastic to the point of cruelty.”

Patricia finally turned slowly to face him. She moved so close that her lips hovered at the edge of his ear, not quite touching.

“Shut the fuck up and fuck me.”

The air grew thick, as if her words had ignited something that could no longer be contained. Diego held her gaze a few seconds longer, with that mix of defiance and surrender so typical of him, before letting out a short, nervous laugh.

“You’re a bitch, Patricia.”

She smiled, her mouth twisting to one side.

Diego lunged for her mouth in a fierce kiss, leaving no room for sweetness or hesitation. It was hunger, rage, and something darker—something born of all that provocation. Patricia gasped against his lips, surprised by the intensity, but didn’t pull back. Instead, she deepened the kiss, her fingers sliding to his neck as she pulled him closer.

“Don’t leave any marks. I don’t want to have to explain anything at home,” she murmured.

Diego didn’t respond, just leaned in to kiss her again, this time more softly, letting his hands explore every inch of her body.

“The idea of fucking another man’s woman turns you on, doesn’t it?” she asked, barely a whisper against his ear as she moved beneath him, her legs wrapping around his waist. “Because it sure as hell does for me.”

Diego looked at her, his dark eyes burning with fury and desire that seemed to consume him. His hands gripped her breasts, pinching her nipples mercilessly until she screamed. Patricia gasped, arching her back.

“You’re a whore,” he murmured against her skin, his voice thick with frustration and desire he couldn’t hide.

“And you…” she responded, her voice trembling slightly from the intensity of the moment. “You love that I am.”

His mouth found hers in a fierce kiss, a collision of repressed emotions released in an instant. Patricia’s gaze locked onto Diego’s eyes, full of mockery and defiance, as if she knew she had complete control of this moment. He was just a man trapped between her legs, stripped of all pretense. And she savored every second.

“You men are all so basic, honey,” she said with a low laugh, her nails raking across his chest, leaving trails of fire. Her hips began grinding shamelessly against him, rubbing, deliberately provoking him. “How many times are you going to jerk off thinking about me?”

“So this is all just a fucking game to you?” he growled, his voice hoarser than ever, as his hands pushed aside her lace panties to take in her bare pussy.

“What if it is?” Patricia gasped, sitting up only to provoke him further, brushing her lips against his.

“You want to play, bitch?” he murmured, leaning over her as his hands yanked her panties down, ripping them off and tossing them to the floor. “Let’s play.”

She let out a choked, excited laugh, watching him with parted lips, breathing hard. Her skin gleamed under the dim light, and every curve of her body seemed to beckon him with an invitation he couldn’t refuse.

“I almost feel sorry for him. He thinks his girlfriend is head over heels in love while you sneak off with me. That’s what I like most—the double life.”

“Don’t get it twisted, Diego. I’m not sneaking off with you. You’re just a really good fuck.”

“Wow, thanks. You’re adorable, Patricia,” he growled, irritated by all the contempt.

“Don’t kid yourself. You know damn well you could never give me what Fernando gives me. Not the lifestyle, not the status, not the security.”

“Look at you,” Diego murmured, mockery and desire mingling in his voice as he slid his fingers inside her pussy, feeling her open for him. “So arrogant, but you get wet just like any other slut. He doesn’t make you feel what I make you feel.”

“Of course, that’s why I’m here. For the thrill. But don’t get confused—what he offers me, I’ll never have with you. You’re an adventure, nothing more.”

Diego didn’t waste time. He leaned over her, positioning himself as he gripped his hard cock with one hand. When he thrust into her in a single stroke, Patricia let out a choked scream, her nails raking his back as her legs wrapped around him, pulling him even closer.

The rhythm that followed was anything but delicate. Every movement was rough, intense, as if he wanted to erase every word she'd said, every mocking smile. But Patricia didn't seem to want it any other way. She moaned, arching beneath him, her hands exploring his body with desperate need.

“Stop talking like that, you bitch!”

“It pisses you off because deep down you know it's true. You'll never be on his level. Not professionally, not socially. That's the truth.”

Without a word, Diego slapped her hard. The slap echoed through the cold hotel room.

“Son of a bitch! I told you not to leave marks. Do it again and I'm gone.”

“Then stop humiliating me. Keep using that tone with me and I'll beat the shit out of you.”

“Are you going to keep talking or actually do something?” she said, her mocking tone fractured by the need escaping with every breath.

Diego couldn't stop himself. The rage that had built up from her constant provocations made him pull his cock out of Patricia's soaked pussy, and she protested instantly. She'd pushed him to the limit, toying with him, with his sense of worth, and now he intended to get even the only way he knew how.

“Is this all you've got?” she gasped, her voice ragged but still carrying that malicious edge that never faded. “Come on, fuck... don't disappoint me now.”

Diego's hands gripped her waist, fingers digging into her flesh as he lifted her slightly. Without any lube and with all that rage ready to explode, he pressed the head against Patricia's ass, and without the slightest care thrust into her with all his strength. She arched, letting out a moan of pain.

“Fuck! Yes, fuck... harder,” she gasped, her broken words urging him on, urging him to lose himself completely in her. “Give me everything, you bastard. I want to feel all of it,” she murmured between gasps, her nails raking mercilessly down his back as she stared at him with those pale eyes full of defiance.

Diego didn't respond with words. Instead, he grabbed her wrists and pinned them down, immobilizing her as he picked up the pace. Patricia gasped hard, her legs tightening around his waist as her victorious smile widened.

“That's it... yes, fuck,” she gasped, her head thrown back as her body moved in rhythm with his. “I knew you just needed a little push to let out all that rage and give me what I came for.”

“You're a manipulative bitch,” he spat against her lips, spreading her legs wider to drive deeper. “Let's see how much you can take.”

She screamed, a ragged gasp tearing from her throat as she felt that granite-hard cock burying itself deep inside her ass with savage brutality. Her fingers dug into the mattress, legs trembling, letting each thrust open her up more for him. Diego wore a predator's smile. His hands roamed over Patricia's body, traveling up to her breasts, squeezing them eagerly before leaning down.

“You turn me on when you scream like that,” he whispered against her skin before capturing a nipple between his lips, his tongue teasing it before biting down hard.

She moaned louder, her whole body shuddering with each thrust. She felt the sweat soaking her, hot and sticky against her naked skin. Her legs still trembled, but desire devoured her from within, a latent, insatiable hunger. Diego's fingers brushed her swollen clit, sliding through her slick folds. Patricia screamed again—a long moan, her back arching, her hips pushing harder against his cock, seeking more, wanting more. Her gasps came erratic, her body shaking with each thrust, her clit throbbing against the fingers that now worked her with a merciless rhythm, each thrust making her bounce with an obscene sound.

“I'm going to fill your ass,” he whispered, his low voice thick with contained fury that made her shudder. “I'm going to leave you nice and full. I'm going to fill your ass with cum, you slut, and I don't want you to shower. When you get home, I want you to fuck your cuckold boyfriend and make him eat my cum.”

Patricia nodded, unable to form words, her breath hitching, her lips trembling. Her hands gripped the mattress tight, knuckles whitening under the pressure, as Diego drove her toward an unstoppable orgasm. With a firm movement—

“Say it,” he ordered, his voice firm. “Say it, Patricia.”

“Yes. I'll do it. But don't stop, I'm begging you.”

“Say it! What you're going to do when you get home.”

“I won't wash. And I'll ask him to clean me with his tongue... But don't stop,” she pleaded again. “Please, don't stop.”

Diego didn't need to hear it twice. With a relentless rhythm, he took her beyond what she thought possible. And Patricia let herself go, abandoning herself completely to the pleasure that resonated in every moan, every sigh, every beat of her heart.

“Yes,” she screamed. Her voice echoed through the room. “Yes!”

And Diego brought her to orgasm, an ecstasy so intense that Patricia felt herself losing consciousness. But it wasn't over. After the first orgasm, the air in the room remained charged with desire, and neither of them was willing to stop.

Diego reclined against the headboard, his body slick with sweat, his breathing ragged, but still tense with desire. Patricia, her eyes full of determination and surrender, slid between his legs. Her hands traveled over his torso while her sensitive breasts glided over his hard cock, stroking him with slow, deliberate movements.

Both had crossed a line, leaving every trace of inhibition behind. Patricia held his gaze as she continued, feeling her body respond again, readying itself for another round. Her breasts, warm and firm, slid over Diego's cock, wrapping him in a slow, provocative caress that made him groan through clenched teeth. He couldn't hold back; his hands tangled firmly in her hair, guiding her face toward him with a mix of dominance and desire. His fingers pulled gently, forcing her to lean forward until her lips hovered just a breath away from his cock, still slick from the friction of her skin.

“Again,” he murmured, his voice rough and thick with need. “I want to feel you again.”

Patricia didn't need to be told twice. With a look that mixed defiance and exhaustion, she climbed on top of him and sank onto his hard cock, taking him into her slick, dripping pussy as she set the rhythm. He simply touched her breasts and stroked her clit until he brought her to orgasm once more. They drifted into a drowsy haze, spent from the battle. But there were no embraces, no affection. They didn't even touch.

Patricia glanced at the clock and got up lazily. The black lingerie hugged her firm figure, highlighting every muscle. She slipped on the high-heeled sandals that made her legs look endless.

She adjusted her panties with automatic movements, her fingers running over the still-throbbing skin of her mound, enjoying the light scrape of her own nails on the tense flesh. She touched up her red lips, which curved into an almost perverse smile as she watched Diego's mesmerized face while she put herself back together. It wasn't just sensuality. She had recovered the power that Diego had snatched from her, if only for a few seconds. She was once again the woman who knew exactly what she wanted and how to get it.

She turned slightly, taking in his dumbfounded expression. The tiny lace thong disappeared between the cleft of her firm, high ass, accentuated by the way her legs looked in those thin-strapped heels that seemed designed to seduce.

Diego watched her dress in silence. Her body—and especially her mind—so distant, seemed to slip through his fingers like water. He wanted to ask when they'd see each other again, but the words stuck in his throat. He didn't want to give her that satisfaction. Instead, he just watched her, feeling guilt and rage tangle in his chest, forming a knot he couldn't untie.

Patricia, for her part, said nothing. Just a casual “I'll call you” that didn't convey much interest. She adjusted her dress, ran her fingers through her hair, and left the room, leaving a trail of perfume behind. Diego stayed there, sitting on the edge of the bed, satisfied but strangely empty.


One year later.

	


My mother, a surprisingly beautiful woman despite being over sixty-five, and who had endured some very hard times in her life, was waiting for me on the steps leading up to our house in Santander. She didn't look her age, though sometimes there was a weariness in her eyes, and I'd catch her staring into space, as if looking back at years gone by. In those moments, she seemed truly sad. She had always lived in that house, which my father had inherited from my grandparents.

“Son!” my mother shouted. “What a joy to see you, Fernando!” I often wonder why they gave me that name. There's no Fernando in the family. When I asked my mother why she chose it, she answered: “The other option was to call you Zacarías or Edmundo, like your grandfathers... I didn't want to cause any family conflict, so I proposed that one, and your father, naturally, had no objections.” Over the years I discovered that very few people used my full name—most just called me “Fer,” while others went with “Nando.”

“Fernando, son,” my father appeared in the doorway, “it's been months since you've visited us. You'll be staying for a few days, I hope...”

“I'll stay the whole weekend. I want to talk to you both about something.”

Although my professional life had always been based in Madrid, I would never forget my roots, and of course, I couldn't forget my parents. With my father, the feeling was strange. His rectitude and seriousness were so striking that they made him impossible to forget. He had never pampered me the way my mother did. He was always serious and silent, smelled of Old Spice aftershave, and the rules he'd imposed at home were not up for discussion. He was a pediatrician, and after working mornings at the town's health center, he saw patients at home. The examination room and waiting area were forbidden territory for my sister Irene and me. And I don't think we ever dared break that rule.

He was serious to the point of seeming unfriendly, so the rare attention and affection he showed us meant the world to us. He never asked how my studies were going; it never occurred to him that I might catch a cold. He barely talked about his work, and I can assure you we never left town for vacation. He always said we were enormously lucky to live year-round in San Vicente, a summer tourist destination for thousands upon thousands of people from Madrid. He treated us as if we were figures in a perfectly arranged Nativity scene. He used to take us fishing with a couple of sailors he was friendly with. My mother detested that. I heard her say more than once: “When you come back from fishing, the whole house reeks of fish and the sardines you use for bait. You're going to be the one washing the clothes...”

He would stay silent and look at my mother with a certain indifference that drove her crazy. Nothing fazed him; he'd shrug off problems and eventually shut himself in his office until he emerged to announce his decision.

He responded to my kiss with his usual coldness, but I knew he was happy to see me again. My mother and Irene had made him the center of their lives.

“Come in, son. Come into the house,” he said, and we stepped through the open door into the entrance hall.

“What do you want to talk to us about?” my mother said with a smile. “You're not going to tell us you're getting married?”

“Am I that predictable?” I said, somewhat disappointed that she had guessed on the first try. I suppose I was.

“I hope I haven't ruined the surprise,” she added, somewhat flustered.

“No... no. Of course not. Well, it was a surprise, but also an open secret.”

“So yeah... Patricia and I... we've decided to get married. I'm very happy, Mom.”

There was a brief silence, barely a few seconds, but it felt like an eternity. My mother was the first to react, with the inevitable question:

“And where is Patricia?”

“She had a conference in Barcelona this weekend,” I answered right away, prepared for that question. “She couldn't change it.”

“A conference,” my mother repeated, with a hint of skepticism. “Well, she's always so busy...”

My father, who until then had kept his hands clasped on his knees, spoke up calmly:

“Well, Fernando, the important thing is that you tell us if you're sure about this. Are you?”

“Yes,” I answered without hesitation, though the question cut deeper than I expected—I found it out of line. “Patricia makes me feel like I'm not alone, fulfilled. And I'm sure we have a future together. I think we make a good couple.”

My mother sighed, resting an elbow on the table.

“Well... I suppose we had imagined her here with you today. News like this doesn't come along every day, and I would have liked to have her here to give her a hug.”

“I know, Mom,” I said, lowering my voice a bit. “But Patricia is devoted to her work, and we can't always coordinate our schedules. Soon we'll both come to see you, and you can hug her and congratulate her the way this news deserves.”

“Son, it's not about the schedules,” she responded. “It's... that it seems like her world goes one way and yours goes another. And in a marriage, that kind of thing matters.”

My father raised his hand, as if to stop her from going further.

“María, let him explain.”

“There's not much more to explain,” I insisted. “We've talked it over at length and we know what we want. We want to get married, and I wanted you to be the first to know.”

“Fernando, why don't you freshen up a bit? You've been driving from Madrid and you look tired. Let's go out to the garden—we can talk there.” My father had picked up on the fact that I was starting to squirm under all the questions.

I accepted without argument. I went upstairs, changed my shirt, and splashed some water on my face in the bathroom. When I came back down, I found them already in the garden, under the shade of the walnut tree. They'd set out a pitcher of fresh lemonade and three glasses on the stone table—an old millstone repurposed for the job.

I sat down across from them, and they resumed their barrage of questions without beating around the bush.

“Have you set a date yet?” my father asked, ever the practical one.

“Not yet, but we'd like it to be next year, maybe in the spring. We don't want it to be too hot.”

My mother pursed her lips slightly.

“I hope you take your time with the planning. A wedding is a lot of work. I still remember ours. Do you remember, Ramiro?”

My father nodded but said nothing.

“We'll take our time, Mom. Though it won't be the kind of wedding you're imagining. The wedding will be in Madrid. We've decided it's best to keep things simple. We'll hire a caterer for the reception, something small and intimate. And the ceremony will be at the courthouse.”

My mother looked at me as if she hadn't heard right.

“At the courthouse?” she repeated, disappointment creeping into her voice. “Fernando… that's not a wedding.”

“Of course it is, Mom. It's legal—that's what counts.”

“I'm not talking about the legality,” she interjected, placing her palm flat on the table. “A wedding is a moment of union, of celebration with family, of… joy and anticipation. A courthouse? That's cold, impersonal. We've always raised you with certain values, son.”

My father stayed quiet, observing, with that habit of his—letting words sink in before offering his opinion—but it was clear the news had unsettled him.

“I don't want an ostentatious wedding,” I said defensively. “Neither does Patricia. We want something simple, practical, without all the unnecessary fuss.”

My mother clicked her tongue.

“Practical… always practical. But what about the emotion, son? Don't you ever think about that? You only get married once in your life—or at least that's how it should be. Besides, a church ceremony can be simple. You don't have to do anything ostentatious.”

“Mom, it's our decision,” I said, trying to sound firm without raising my voice. “What matters isn't the place—it's what it means.”

She held my gaze, serious, with an expression I knew all too well: barely contained disappointment.

“I imagined something different for you,” she finally murmured. “But I suppose there's no point in insisting.”

My father then spoke up, in his usual calm tone:

“María, let them plan it however they want. If they do it at the courthouse, they do it at the courthouse. What matters is that they're sure about what they're doing.”

She lowered her gaze to the glass of lemonade, took a sip, and sighed.

“I know… but let me be disappointed for a moment. I always thought I'd walk my son down the aisle.”

I stayed silent, a knot in my stomach. On one hand, I understood her reaction; on the other, I knew nothing I said would change my decision or Patricia's.

Another silence fell, less uncomfortable than the first. My father nodded slowly.

“If you're both sure about this, son, we'll be here to support you.”

“Of course,” my mother added, her voice softer now, though a trace of doubt still lingered in her tone. “We just want to see you happy.”

My mother, her expression still pinched, suddenly stood up.

“I'm going to call Irene. I suppose you'll want to give her the big news too, won't you?”

I already knew what was coming: a hurricane on the horizon.

Barely twenty minutes had passed when we heard her car pull through the gate and brake hard, skidding on the gravel driveway. And, as always, she arrived like a whirlwind: the car door slamming, quick heels crunching on the gravel, her cheerful voice ringing out before she even reached the garden.

“What's this about my brother getting married and I have to find out from Mom!” she exclaimed, bursting in as if there were a party waiting. “Is this true, Fernando?”

“It's true, Irene,” I said, managing an uncomfortable smile. “We're getting married.”

She hugged me tight, with that effusiveness of hers, then grabbed me by the shoulders, her eyes bright.

“I think it's great! About time, brother.”

She spun around and faced my mother.

“And why do you look like you're at a funeral?”

“Because they're getting married 'civilly.' And a courthouse wedding isn't a real wedding, Irene,” my mother replied, her arms crossed.

Irene let out an exaggerated laugh.

“Oh, Mom, please! You’re such a fossil. Always with the same hang-ups from before the war! What matters is that they love each other, not where they sign the papers. You sound like some outdated prude.”

“Irene!” My father’s voice cracked like a slap on the table. “Don’t you dare speak to your mother that way again.”

She looked at him in surprise, then shrugged, though she didn’t lose her smile.

“Okay, okay, Dad, but you’re all being so dramatic. I mean, what difference does it make if it’s in a church, a courthouse, or on the moon? Can you stop being such buzzkills and just toast already?”

My mother gave her a stern look, but Irene shot back a mischievous, cheeky grin, as if she’d already won.

Meanwhile, I felt the tension ease a bit because of her outburst. The air had cleared, even if it took a head-on collision to do it.

“…We’re in the twenty-first century,” Irene insisted, leaning back in her chair defiantly and putting her feet on the table. “Weddings don’t have to be some big spectacle of photos, flowers, and three-tier cakes anymore. It’s about the couple, about what they want, not what the family expects.”

My mother, still disappointed, clasped her hands in her lap.

“Don’t talk to me like that, Irene. I only want what’s best for your brother. I’ve dreamed my whole life of seeing him walk into a church, seeing him say ‘I do’ at an altar… It’s not for me, it’s for him.”

I stepped in, trying to defuse things:

“Mom, we’ve thought it through. We want something simple, intimate. The ceremony at the courthouse and then a celebration at home with the people who really matter to us. That’s a wedding too.”

“A wedding without a church is like a birthday without a cake,” María murmured, shaking her head.

Irene laughed sarcastically:

“Good grief, Mom! You can celebrate a birthday with candles on a pizza if you have to. What matters is blowing them out and making a wish. Do you really want to measure Fernando and Patricia’s love by where they sign some papers?”

Ramiro fixed her with a serious look, his voice grave but calm:

“Irene, you can defend your brother, but watch your words. Your mother has a right to feel this way.”

She raised her hands, as if surrendering.

“Okay, okay. But you can’t deny you seem more worried about the formalities than the substance.”

I seized the opening to add:

“What really matters is that Patricia and I are sure about this. We want to share our lives together. Everything else—the church, the protocols—it’s secondary.”

María held my gaze, her eyes full of tenderness and sadness.

“I just hope you don’t regret not doing it ‘the right way.’”

Irene couldn’t contain herself, her voice dripping with sarcasm:

“Well then, Mom, if it bothers you that much, we’ll organize a pilgrimage and have the whole town come, how about that?”

Ramiro leaned forward, his tone curt:

“Irene. Enough. Help Mom get dinner ready. And get your feet off the table. Don’t make me angry.”

We stepped out into the garden while Irene and Mom disappeared into the kitchen, their murmuring sounding more like a truce than an agreement. The July air hung thick, carrying that dry smell of sun-baked earth. I paused for a moment at the winding path that led through a door at the back of the wall. That door to the woods had always been the border between the manicured lawn with its pruned trees—their trunks painted white—and the wild beauty of the untamed forest. When we were children, my mother had forbidden us to cross it. She was afraid we might get bitten by a snake or some other creature.

The breeze was cool here, nothing like the nearly hundred-degree heat in Madrid. The wind in the trees seemed to whisper something. If I listened and let my imagination wander, I could almost make out what they were saying.

The property spread out wide, though it no longer had the same splendor as my childhood years. The vegetable garden, once my father’s pride, was still there with its neatly traced furrows, but now the tomatoes and peppers struggled against the weeds creeping in from the edges. As we passed, my father instinctively bent down to pull one out, as if he couldn’t help himself.

“This was much cleaner when you and your sister used to run around here,” he said with a half-smile, not looking at me.

We kept walking toward the back, where the fruit trees stood in rows. The apricot and plum trees still bore fruit, but their branches had grown more twisted, as if tired. The apple tree, on the other hand, stood firm, as if time had shown it more respect than the rest.

The old pool appeared at the end of the path, nestled between two large maples. Empty for years, its tiles faded and dry leaves piled at the bottom, it looked like a frozen memory of those endless summers. My father stopped there, resting his hand on the rusted railing.

“How many times you must have jumped in here,” he said quietly, almost to himself. “Every year I tell myself I’ll fix it, but time always gets away from me. Now it’s not worth it anymore. Remind me next year.”

I nodded, letting the silence settle between us. The cicadas sang all around us, and the whole property had that feel of a stage frozen in time, as if waiting for something to wake it. We walked slowly along the path that bordered the garden. The July sun was beginning to set, casting long shadows across the furrows of dry earth. I looked at my father, taking a deep breath before asking the question that had been circling in my head for a while:

“Dad, why don’t you like Patricia?”

My father stopped beside the apple tree, resting his hands on the rough trunk. He looked at me seriously for a few seconds, as if weighing how to respond without sounding like a reproach or a judgment.

“It’s not that we don’t like her, son,” he finally said, his voice deep and measured. “It’s... complicated. Patricia is... intense, very intense. And... she moves at a pace we don’t fully understand. We worry that pace might wear you down, that you might lose things we value deeply.”

I frowned. “Intense? That’s it?” I asked, my tone firmer than I’d intended.

He sighed, looking at me with eyes both weary and serene. “Son, it’s more than that. Patricia has a way of moving through life, of making decisions, that we wouldn’t consider safe. She’s beautiful, elegant, self-assured... but also very independent. Too independent for what we’re used to. And you... you love her, you admire her, and that’s fine. It’s just that... sometimes we’re afraid someone like her might play with your feelings or with everything you’ve worked so hard to build.”

“But Dad... I know her, and we love each other,” I replied, trying to sound convincing but also letting my frustration show. “I know what I feel for her. She’s not someone who ‘plays’ with me.”

He looked at me for a long moment, lowering his head slightly, as if searching for the right words. “We don’t doubt what you feel, son,” he said gently. “But sometimes... sometimes what worries us isn’t what she does with you, but how it affects the family. Patricia is... different. And different scares people, even when she’s a good person.”

I fell silent, watching his fingers brush the tree’s bark. The silence hung heavy between us, laden with the weight of veiled warnings, of cautious love and care that bordered on rigid. The breeze stirred the leaves and carried the faint smell of freshly cut grass.

“Dad...” I finally said, lowering my voice. “I love you both, but I need you to trust me. I know what I’m doing, and I know what I want. Patricia isn’t a risk—she’s the person I want by my side. I need you to accept her. For her sake, but also for mine.”

He studied me for another moment, then gave me a half smile, slight, almost invisible. “I know, son,” he said. “I just want you to know that we love you and that... even if we don’t fully understand her, we’ll always be here for you.”

We walked in silence for a few more steps, the old pool visible in the distance and the trees swaying gently. Everything seemed still, but there was a restrained warmth, a weight of unspoken words and warnings wrapped in affection, filling the air between us.

We were having dinner in the dining room. The interior of the house was exactly as my grandfather Edmundo had designed it—they hadn’t even changed the tube TV. Even the dining room, the most important room in the house for my parents, had remained like a bubble trapped in amber, frozen in time.

We sat in the carved chestnut chairs that had been in the family for over a hundred years, chairs my father was immensely proud of.

That place truly had atmosphere. You felt it the moment you stepped inside. The large dining room with its high ceilings, its gallery overlooking the garden, the screens separating it from the living room with its burgundy velvet sofas. Enormous and comfortable. Like something from another era. I remembered it had always been that way. It was as if ghosts were waiting to emerge. An aura of stillness permeated the house. Happiness and memories of my happy childhood there flooded back to me.

While I tried to rein in a thousand emotions and memories, Irene came down the stairs like a whirlwind and walked up to me, covering my eyes with her outstretched hands.

“Hey, little millionaire brother... Will you buy me a drink in town after dinner? It’s Friday, and it’s been months since we’ve seen each other,” she asked, hugging me and planting a kiss on my cheek.

“Is there much going on?”

“Are you kidding? At the end of July in San Vicente de la Barquera? It’s like Ibiza but in the north. Way cooler and of course, infinitely cheaper. For ten bucks we can get a good buzz going!”

“You always exaggerate!” I laughed, feeling relaxed.

“I have to admit, for once she’s right,” Dad chimed in. “It’s really hopping. The town is full of tourists. Too many. Impossible to park, and the beaches are packed.”

“Better that way, Dad. Tourism brings in money,” Irene said.

He smiled mischievously.

“Well, I preferred it when all these people went to La Manga...”

“I knew it. You always say the same thing!” Irene burst out laughing, and it was contagious.

The aroma wafting from the kitchen was of fresh herbs and garlic, with a hint of hot olive oil that mingled with the scent of Irene’s freshly ironed clothes. The dining room glowed in the warm light of the chandeliers, and on the table sat a warm quinoa salad with arugula, cherry tomatoes, and avocado, dressed with a touch of lemon and extra virgin olive oil.

The wine was a crisp white Albariño, which Dad served with mock ceremony into the fine crystal glasses—the “good” ones.

Irene sat down with her characteristic carefree air, still tousling her hair as if she’d just come in from a long day. She wasted no time joking about how formal the table setting was:

“Mom, did we seriously have to break out the tablecloth and the ‘good’ silverware?” she said with a smile, looking at our mother. “This looks like something out of the nineteenth century.”

Our mother huffed, a bit annoyed, but trying not to lose her composure.

“Irene, please. Don’t make a joke out of everything, dear,” she replied. “It’s not an ad. You know your father likes to keep certain traditions, and dinner is one of them.”

Irene rolled her eyes and leaned her elbow on the table, picking up her wine glass. “All right, old-timers,” she whispered sarcastically. “I’ll admit Dad’s right... this time.”

After a few bites, the conversation turned to her work:

“So, Irene,” Mom said while cutting the sea bass, “how’s that English teaching of yours going?” Her tone mixed curiosity with concern.

Irene let out a dramatic sigh, pushing her food around on her plate. “Well... you know, classes here and there, temp contracts, substitutions... all very stable,” she said, her sarcasm almost comical. “The joy of the twenty-first century, Mother.”

“But dear,” our father chimed in, “why don’t you take the civil service exam? If you pass...”

“Yeah. And if I don’t? There are barely any positions for thousands of applicants.”

“If you don’t try... Think about it—it would be a permanent job with good hours. You should really consider it.”

Irene looked up and laughed wryly. “Exactly, Dad. That’s why I keep moving. That’s why I’m patient and keep an eye out for opportunities. At least I’m not chained to a desk or a set schedule.”

“Yes, but...” Mom interrupted, “sometimes it seems like you never know when you’re going to have work, you know?”

“Well, during the school year I’m fine. In fact, if I wanted to, I could teach more than ten hours a day. You have no idea how many calls I have to turn down,” Irene admitted, shrugging, “but that’s the price of freedom.”

Her tone was jovial, but there was no missing the hint of worry mixed with resignation. The three of us continued eating, the conversation flowing amid the taste of the wine, the crunch of the salad, and Irene’s restrained laughter. Despite all the irony, it was clear she wanted to prove that her life, though unstable, had meaning and direction.


	 


Irene and I left the house just as the last light of day filtered through the chestnut and walnut trees in the garden. The air still held the day’s warmth, mixed with the scent of the garden: thyme, rosemary, and the earthy fragrance of freshly watered soil. The tree branches swayed gently, and in the background you could hear the sounds of the countryside—birds, crickets, and doves going about their business.

Irene walked beside me with that light step of hers that always seemed to defy routine. She wore tight jeans and a white linen blouse that billowed in the wind, and on her face was a smile that seemed to anticipate jokes and secrets. I, on the other hand, felt a mix of calm and nervousness that afternoon; my thoughts kept circling back to the question I’d asked my father on our last walk.

“Are we going to El Molino?” I asked, breaking the momentary silence and pointing to the wooden terrace where the locals usually gathered for drinks.

“Yes, I’m in the mood for something light and a chat. Better there than some crowded pub,” Irene replied easily, showing not the slightest sign of tension.

The path to town wound along a narrow trail between wheat and corn fields, where the wheat gleamed like gold under the last rays of sun. The crickets were beginning to stir, and a scent of wet earth mixed with the smell of freshly cut hay. We walked slowly, unhurried, letting ourselves absorb the tranquility of our surroundings, though my doubts left a slight weight in my chest.

Irene talked about her classes, about one particularly funny student, and about everyday anecdotes that managed to make me smile. She told me how she’d had to improvise materials for an exam that week and how some parents had made unexpected comments about her teaching methods. Her tone was carefree, as if the looming conversation didn’t exist, and that made me feel both relief and frustration.

I tried to focus on what she was saying, on her easy laughter mingling with the birdsong and the whisper of leaves. But my thoughts kept returning to that question, the one I’d asked my father: “Dad, why don’t you like Patricia?” It wasn’t easy to bring it up with Irene, and yet I felt the need to put it out there. The doubt nagged at me: was this the right moment? Would she take it badly? Or might it open an honest conversation that would help me understand what she really thought?

“Irene,” I began, hesitating, measuring my tone as the cool breeze brushed my face, “you guys... honestly... why don’t you approve of Patricia?”

She looked at me, tilting her head slightly, her eyes bright in the twilight. Her expression was calm, but I caught something curious, expectant in it. We walked like that for a few more yards in momentary silence, the crunch of gravel under our feet keeping time with my doubts, while my mind ran through all the previous conversations, all the signs I’d picked up about her reservations toward Patricia.

The town drew closer, and the streetlamps were beginning to flicker on, their light dancing on the stone streets. The ice cream shop and the small wooden tavern smelled of freshly baked bread and coffee. Each step seemed to bring us closer to the answer I both feared and longed for. Irene, oblivious to my thoughts, mentioned an art exhibition that had just opened downtown, and I forced myself to focus on the normalcy of the conversation even as the weight of my question grew heavier.

We arrived at the town square. The air smelled of salt and sunscreen. The terrace at El Molino was packed; a group of young people leaned against the wooden railing, drinking beer, while a couple of foreign tourists ate seafood under the yellowish glow of a lantern. Irene chose a secluded table next to the stone wall facing the narrow street. We sat down and ordered a couple of drinks.

The murmur of the square enveloped us, but I barely heard it. I was still waiting for her answer. Irene didn’t look at me directly at first; she took a sip of her drink, watched the condensation slide down the glass, and finally spoke:

“It’s the way she looks at you, Fernando...” she said quietly, as if she didn’t want the conversation to carry beyond our table. “Patricia’s gaze doesn’t say the same thing yours does.”

I sat there, not fully understanding.

“What do you mean by that?”

She rested her elbow on the table and met my eyes with a serious look.

“That you look at her like you’re in love. It shows in every gesture. You’re always reaching for her hand, leaning in to kiss her cheek... And I think it’s beautiful, really. But when she looks at you... I don’t see the same thing.” She paused, took a deep breath, and lowered her voice slightly. “She’s cold, Fernando. Her eyes aren’t those of a woman in love.”

I shifted in my chair, feeling those words pierce me like a pin.

“Cold...” I repeated, stalling for time. “Couldn’t it just be her personality? You know some people are less... effusive.”

Irene shook her head slowly but firmly.

“I’m not talking about being effusive—I’m talking about what’s real. There are looks that can’t be faked. I see you devoted, certain, hopeful. But her...” she leaned forward, “I don’t see her in the same place you are.”

I ran my hand over my face, as if trying to wipe away the discomfort.

“Maybe you just don’t know her well,” I answered, my voice steadier than I felt inside. “Maybe it’s hard for you to see what I see in her. Patricia isn’t one to show much, but... when we’re together, I feel it.”

Irene watched me in silence for a few seconds. She didn’t argue, didn’t smile. She just looked at me, with a gleam that was part tenderness, part concern—and it unsettled me more than any reproach could have.

The waiter set down our gin and tonics, and the soft clink of glass against wood offered a momentary reprieve. I grabbed mine and took a long sip, looking for some calm at the bottom of the glass, while Irene’s words kept echoing in my head: “Her eyes aren’t those of a woman in love.”

Irene swirled the glass in her hand, as if she needed to gather courage to continue. The liquid moved slowly around the ice, just like her thoughts.

“You know what else worries me?” she finally said, her tone more serious. “Patricia never really fits in with us. She acts like she’s a guest in our own home.”

I frowned, a little annoyed.

“I don’t think that’s fair. She’s come over several times and she’s always been polite…”

“Polite, yes. Well-mannered, too. And she’s quite a beauty, that’s undeniable. But distant,” Irene replied quickly. “She sits, smiles, listens… and that’s it. There’s no closeness, no connection. None of that warmth that, like it or not, we always look for when someone’s going to become part of the family.”

“Maybe she’s just not comfortable yet,” I said, trying to defend her, though I could feel the words coming out weaker than I intended. “It’s normal for someone to take a while to open up at first…”

Irene looked at me with those eyes that seemed to strip my excuses bare.

“Fernando, it’s not about comfort, it’s attitude. Mom can be annoying, okay, and Dad has his serious side… but even with all that, when someone really wants to be part of a family, it shows in the little things. Patricia, on the other hand, always keeps that distance, like she doesn’t want to get her hands dirty with our everyday life.”

I shifted in my chair, restless.

“Sometimes…” I started to say, but hesitated before finishing. “Sometimes I think you’re all too hard on her. You put her under a microscope, hoping to find something that confirms what you already think.”

Irene clicked her tongue and rested her chin in the palm of her hand.

“No, brother. I wish I were wrong. But what I see is a woman who’s going to be with you, yes… but from some kind of pedestal. As if our family were just a stop along the way, not a place where she really wants to put down roots.”

The murmur of the plaza continued, with laughter and scattered conversations, but between the two of us a heavy silence had settled. I took another sip without looking at her, thinking about how much it hurt to hear my own sister say that.

Irene set her glass on the table and settled into her chair, leaning slightly toward me. Her voice dropped, as if she feared someone might overhear her in the middle of the half-empty plaza.

“Look, Fernando…” she began cautiously. “I don’t want you to think I’m saying this to be mean, because in the end the decision is yours and yours alone. But sometimes… sometimes I get the feeling that Patricia is with you for reasons that aren’t purely…” she paused, searching for the word, “…romantic.”

I stared at her, barely blinking.

“What do you mean by that?” I asked, maybe too quickly.

She raised her hands, as if to downplay it.

“Don’t misunderstand me. I know she loves you in her own way. But… it’s the way she carries herself, the way she calculates every gesture. Sometimes it seems like…” she made a gesture with her fingers, as if fitting invisible pieces together, “…like she’s measuring every step. Like she knows exactly what she gains by being with you.”

My heart gave an uncomfortable lurch.

“That’s unfair, Irene,” I said, a lump in my throat. “Patricia has her own way about her, she’s colder, yes, but that doesn’t mean… She has a good job. She’s completely independent. She’s not marrying me for money, if that’s what you’re insinuating.”

“I know, I know,” she interrupted with a sigh. “That’s why I didn’t want to say it like that. Because it sounds like I’m accusing her of something, and that’s not what I want. What I’m trying to tell you is that, from the outside, you don’t always see that spontaneity you get with couples who… who really aren’t thinking about anything except being together. With Patricia, sometimes I feel like there’s something more going on.”

She leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms, and added quietly:

“Maybe it’s just my impression. I hope it is. But since you asked, I had to tell you.”

I stared at the yellowish lights illuminating the plaza, not knowing what to say. That doubt my sister had planted—so veiled, so dangerous—burned inside me like an ember. Irene leaned forward slightly, as if to close the distance her words had opened. Her expression, though serious, was softer now.

“Fernando, maybe these are just little details that don’t matter,” she said, her tone more conciliatory. “You know how it is—things that outsiders see and sometimes blow out of proportion because we’re not in the couple’s shoes. No one knows better than you what you feel and what she makes you feel.”

She paused and looked at me, her eyes a little brighter.

“The only thing I want, truly, is for you to be happy. That’s all that matters to me. That when you look at her, when you think about her, you feel like you’re home—and that she’s the love of your life.”

Her words, though meant to calm me, didn't entirely dispel the unease she'd stirred up earlier. But I appreciated the effort.

Irene leaned back in her chair and suddenly shifted the conversation, like someone opening a window to air out a stuffy room.

“Speaking of more mundane things…” she said with a mischievous smile. “I wanted to tell you something about Fran.”

I raised an eyebrow, curious.

“Fran?” I asked, my tone landing somewhere between protective older brother and simple curiosity. Fran had been Irene's boyfriend for several years. He was an architect, almost always out of work. I'd tried to help by offering him a job at my company, but he'd turned it down rather than move to Madrid. He got by on temp jobs that rarely had anything to do with what he'd studied.

She laughed quietly.

“Yes, Fran. The eternal student of impossible projects, as Mom calls him.” She rolled her eyes and sighed. “Honestly… lately he seems more focused. He's working on this start-up thing, and it looks like he's finally serious about it. He's already landed a couple of clients who rave about his work.”

I listened closely, noticing how her face lit up when she talked about him.

“Sometimes he drives me crazy,” Irene added with a knowing look. “He has wild ideas, a chaotic way of doing things… but there's something about him that draws me in. That way of seeing the world as if there are still a thousand doors open, a thousand adventures waiting.”

She paused, looked at me a bit shyly, and confessed:

“And even though I know you and Dad have a hard time taking him seriously… with him, I feel complete.”

Irene settled into her chair on the bar's terrace, resting her elbows on the table and absentmindedly playing with a paper napkin. She looked at me with a mix of tenderness and seriousness, as if testing the waters before saying something more personal.

“See what I was telling you about fitting into the family?” Her voice was clear, without irony, almost pleading. “Fran… he may not be the most polished or the most brilliant professionally, but he does something very simple: he shows up.”

She paused, her voice dropping a bit.

“He helps Dad on the estate without anyone asking. He goes fishing with him on Sundays, even though he doesn't like it as much as he pretends. And after dinner, he gets up and does the dishes with Mom, like he's been part of this family his whole life. They chat about nothing important. A parking ticket, the best mechanic for the car…”

She held my gaze, willing me to understand the weight of her words.

“You understand what I mean, right? It's nothing grand, nothing that's going to change the world… but those little things make him feel like one of us. Like he belongs, not like an outsider.”

She fell silent, giving me space to take it in. I took a sip of my drink, letting her words settle as they mingled with the murmur of people in the plaza and the warm night air.


PATRICIA

	


Patricia had spent the morning floating on a cloud, replaying the moment from the night before over and over in her mind. She couldn't help but smile as she remembered how Fernando, in an uncharacteristic burst of spontaneity, had prepared everything so carefully: dinner on the terrace, candles lit without her knowing, and that ring hidden in the wine glass. He'd done it in a way that was both clumsy and charming; no grandiose speeches, just a simple: “Patricia, I want us to get married. I want you by my side forever.” She'd seen him so nervous that, for the first time in ages, she felt a genuine flutter in her chest.

Even though she had to leave for the airport, she decided she had to tell someone. She couldn't wait. When Mónica answered the phone, Patricia didn't waste time with small talk.

“Moni, I had to call you right away…” she said with a nervous laugh, nothing like her usual calculating tone. “Fernando asked me last night… we're getting married!”

There was a brief silence on the other end, just long enough for Patricia to sense her friend's barely contained surprise.

“What…? Really?” Mónica responded, somewhere between disbelief and something strangely like disappointment.

“Really,” Patricia confirmed, sinking onto the sofa, her voice still thick with emotion. “You can't imagine… he'd prepared everything: candles, music… his hands were trembling when he opened the bottle. And I…” she paused, almost shyly, “I said yes without thinking twice.”

“Wow, Patri…” Mónica's voice sounded softer, though she couldn't quite shake the disbelief that had taken hold of her. “Are you serious? What happened to the independent Patricia who had men wrapped around her finger?”

“Of course I'm serious.” Patricia pressed the phone against her ear, as if that might help her convey it better. “Fernando makes me feel safe, loved, calm… and when he looked at me yesterday while he was giving me the ring, I realized I'm in love with him too. Moni…” Patricia lowered her voice, as if emotion had suddenly mixed with a pang of honesty. “I know I haven't always treated him well. I know. I've been selfish, I've played at doing my own thing… and Fernando didn't deserve that.”

“Well then… congratulations.” Mónica smiled, though Patricia caught a hint of caution in her tone. “I wasn't expecting this news, but I'm really happy to hear you like this.”

Patricia closed her eyes for a moment, savoring the feeling.

“Thanks, Mónica. I had to tell you first. Mónica… I know you think I haven't treated him well, that I've been unfaithful, and that I don't deserve him. Fernando is good, loving, and I know he adores me…”

Mónica stayed silent, waiting.

“But all that's going to change,” Patricia continued, biting her lip, her voice shakier than usual. “I swear. Fernando deserves the best of me. I don't deserve him, Moni, not after all the times I've screwed up… and yet there he is, looking at me like I'm the most important thing in his life.”

Mónica sighed on the other end of the line.

“Patricia… you don't know how happy I am to hear you say that. You've been… I don't know, playing with fire for a while now. I was afraid you were going to ruin everything.”

“I know.” Patricia closed her eyes and nodded, as if her friend could see her. “But believe me, this time it's different. Yesterday, when he gave me the ring, I realized everything I'd be risking if I don't take care of him, if I don't respect him. I'm not going to lose him.”

“I'm speechless…” Mónica said, her tone much warmer now, almost maternal. “I hope it's real, Patri. I hope it's the beginning of something good for you. For both of you.”

Patricia smiled, looking at the ring still gleaming on her finger. She glanced at her watch and realized with a start that if she didn't hurry, she'd miss her flight.

“It will be. I promise. I've got to go now, girl. I'll call you later with all the details.”

When the call ended, Mónica set her phone on the living room table and stared into space, as if the conversation were still echoing in her head. She had heard Patricia excited, even vulnerable, and for a moment she wanted to convince herself that her friend was serious, that this wedding really was a new beginning.

But the doubts came crashing down like an inevitable weight. Patricia was Patricia: intense, magnetic, brilliant… and also fickle, impulsive, addicted to adrenaline. Could she really transform herself overnight? Leave behind those dangerous games she seemed to enjoy so much?

Mónica stood up, went to the window, and pulled back the curtain. The street was quiet, almost drowsy in the evening light. She crossed her arms. It wasn't that she didn't want to believe her—God knew she did—but deep down, that promise sounded too perfect, too rehearsed, as if Patricia had been trying to convince her as much as herself.

She remembered the scene from the party: Patricia glowing at the center, surrounded by laughter, with that stranger nearby… and Fernando, attentive, watching her from a distance with that almost naive devotion. The contrast sent a chill through her.

“I hope it's true…” she whispered to herself, though a shadow of skepticism crept into her voice.

Mónica knew the best thing she could do was support her friend, but she also needed to be prepared: if Patricia fell back into her old ways, if she gave in to that untamable side of her, the one who’d end up destroyed wouldn’t be Patricia—it would be Fernando.


	 


The taxi crept through dense rush-hour traffic. Heat seemed to rise from the asphalt through the wheels and seep into the cabin, mixing with weak air conditioning that couldn't beat back the temperature. Patricia rested her head against the seat back, watching the city transform through the window: crowded terraces and illuminated shop windows gave way to industrial zones with dilapidated warehouses covered in graffiti. The airport access roads were jammed with cars, the air heavy with sun-baked asphalt and exhaust from a bus ahead of them.

The car's interior felt like a capsule cut off from the world: dark upholstery made of a material that didn't even try to pass for leather. A crucifix pendant hung from the rearview mirror, the radio tuned to a sports news station, male voices that seemed to come from far away. The monotony of that sound almost helped hold back the avalanche of thoughts.

Her purse rested on her lap, bulging, with the laptop turned off and a rigid folder sticking out a couple of inches. She had reviewed its contents so many times in the last few hours that she no longer needed to open it: printed résumés, a letter of recommendation, a makeshift agenda with appointments jotted down in pen.

The ring sparkled on her left hand. The diamond, a decent size, caught the light coming through the window, as if mocking her with a constant reminder of what she'd said yes to just days ago. She twisted it unconsciously on her finger, like someone trying to adjust a piece that still didn't quite fit.

Her mouth felt dry, her breathing short, her stomach tight. Each breath seemed to fall short of filling her lungs. She bit her lower lip gently, an automatic gesture to maintain control, but the pressure kept building.

It was a double knot, two heartbeats overlapping: on one hand, the brutal certainty that she had lost her job and with it the ground beneath her feet; on the other, the toxic, almost physical pull of seeing Diego again. The first wound filled her with real fear; the second, an addictive vertigo she didn't want to acknowledge.

She mentally repeated the same phrase she'd rehearsed since morning: “It's the last time.” She said it silently, looking at the reflection of her face in the window. The problem was she'd said those exact words before.

The radio suddenly cut through the murmur with a news bulletin: “…adjustments in the automotive sector continue. Renault has announced…, following several restructurings. In the coming months it is expected…” She didn't need to hear more. She asked the taxi driver to turn down the volume, her tone brusque, as if she could erase the word “adjustments” that pierced her ear. That's how it had been for her too. Adjustments…

The taxi passed an enormous billboard: a smiling couple on a Caribbean beach, cocktails in hand, barefoot on the sand. She felt an immediate sting: Fernando talking enthusiastically about the honeymoon. She closed her eyes for a moment and forced herself not to connect that image with the lie she carried.

She wanted to make sure she had the boarding pass. She opened her purse, and there it was. The brochure for the international medical sales representatives conference in Barcelona was there too. The logo, the slogan in English, the date highlighted in red. She found herself smiling: the perfect excuse. If anyone asked, she'd have proof she “had been there.” Because she didn't actually have credentials anymore, not since last week.

The memory made her heart flip, then race, pounding in her chest like a drum: every external signal seemed to remind her that her secure, independent world had become fragile—too fragile.

The image flooded back, vivid, as if the sight of that brochure had triggered a film she'd been playing on loop since morning. She saw herself entering the office with the coffee still hot in her hand, greeting the receptionist and a couple of colleagues with a quick wave, convinced it was going to be another routine day. No one had prepared her for what was about to happen.

The call from Human Resources was brief, too dry: “Patricia, can you come to the meeting room for a moment?” There was no hint of urgency in that voice, no indication that her work life was about to explode. She walked down the hallway with the project folder under her arm, mentally reviewing the reports she wanted to present at that afternoon's team meeting.

When she entered the room, everything seemed off: the blinds drawn, the table cleared, a single envelope placed in the center. Two people she barely knew—one from legal, another from HR—sat facing her with neutral, almost administrative expressions.

The words came one after another, but her brain took time to connect them: restructuring, staff reduction, gratitude for services rendered, corresponding severance. There were no criticisms of her performance, not a single “but” about her work. She was simply a number that no longer fit the new org chart.

“There must be a mistake,” she managed to say, with an incredulous smile, as if saying it could somehow reverse the situation. “My numbers are excellent, as always,” she added, shaking her head.

The woman from HR gently slid the envelope toward her, like someone bringing a glass of water to a dehydrated person. Inside were the papers, already prepared: the contract end date, the severance calculation, a signature line waiting for her. Everything had been decided days ago, maybe weeks. She was only there to make her exit official.

The blow wasn't thunderous—it was silent. She felt an emptiness in her stomach first, then a tingling in her hands, as if her own body couldn't quite register the magnitude of what was happening. She looked around for some sign of sympathy, a human gesture, but all she found were carefully blank faces.

She asked if there was an alternative, if they could relocate her, if she could fight for her position. The response was a chorus of polite refusals: “We understand, it’s hard, but the decision is final.” They didn’t even offer to let her finish out the week.

The coffee had gone cold, untouched, as if mocking her. She left the building with the folder still under her arm, a strange mix of shame and rage churning inside her. She threw the folder into a trash can. It no longer held anything useful. It was over.

Outside, the city carried on as usual: cars, passersby, the noise of everyday life. No one seemed to notice that an essential part of her identity had just been ripped away.

The disbelief lingered, lodged like a splinter. It was as if her mind refused to accept that she no longer had a place to return to each morning, that her corporate email would stop working, that her phone would fall silent, free of responsibilities. Everything she had built—routines, projects, a sense of independence—was crumbling without fanfare, leaving behind an unbearable silence.

The worst part was the feeling of being unprotected. Patricia had trusted that her job was a stable pillar, a refuge to cling to against any other uncertainty. Now she discovered that refuge was made of glass, and it had just shattered without warning. She felt naked, exposed, vulnerable—as if she were walking through the city with no shelter from a sudden storm.

That emptiness was what she carried with her now, sitting in the back seat of the taxi on the way to the airport. The envelope with her severance pay was tucked away in the desk drawer Fernando had set up for her, buried among papers and résumés, weighing more than everything else.

Patricia paid the taxi driver without even glancing at the meter. The confirmation beep from her card sounded like a distant echo, detached from reality. She needed to watch her spending. She was entitled to two years of unemployment benefits, but obviously she’d have to scale back her lifestyle. Fernando’s proposal had come at exactly the right moment. For once, she felt she had to say yes. He had become her safety net, the guarantee that she could maintain her way of life. That’s why she hadn’t told him anything. It wasn’t the right time—she’d tell him after the wedding. Even her devoted Fernando might think she’d agreed to marry him because she’d lost her job, and that was something she would never admit. She pushed the car door open and stepped out mechanically, dragging the carry-on as if it weighed a ton.

The outside air hit her with that distinctive airport smell: a mix of jet fuel, air conditioning, and a crowd in transit. Around her, families loaded down with suitcases argued loudly, executives hurried past with phones glued to their ears, young couples embraced with the excitement of travel. For her, all of it was background noise, as if she had become a shadow drifting through that human anthill.

She stopped for a moment in front of the glass doors. She lit what would be her last cigarette until she landed in Barcelona and smoked it down to the filter. She took a deep breath, trying to regain control. She knew she had to project calm: if anyone from work saw her there, or if Mónica asked again, she couldn’t look like a woman on the run. She extended the suitcase handle and walked inside.

Inside, the white brightness of the main hall blinded her for an instant. The departure screens announced destinations in green and red letters that blinked like promises. She found hers—Barcelona—and silently repeated to herself that it was just a conference, a professional obligation, nothing more. A lie she was telling herself.

She passed through security mechanically: laptop out, liquids in the tray, belt in the bin. As she walked barefoot across the shiny metal floor, she felt a strange self-consciousness, as if that momentary stripping somehow mirrored her true inner nakedness. She slipped her shoes back on, adjusted her jacket, and moved on.

Once in the boarding area, with duty-free shops displaying perfumes and luxury watches, she drifted toward her gate. She sat facing the large window and watched the aircraft maneuvering on the tarmac—enormous, indifferent, with the power to carry thousands of people to new lives or new beginnings. She didn’t feel like she was traveling toward a beginning, but toward a place where everything tangled together: the lost job, the lie, and Diego.

When they finally announced boarding, she stood abruptly, dropped her phone in her bag, and walked toward the line. The hum of rolling suitcases and the murmur of passengers enveloped her. She showed her boarding pass, heard the metallic beep of confirmation, and headed down the jetway.

The jetway smelled of rubber and metal and was hot despite the air conditioning. Each step seemed to carry her farther from Fernando, from that orderly life she still pretended to fit into. She stepped onto the plane, greeted the flight attendant with an automatic smile, and found her window seat.

While the other passengers stowed their carry-ons and settled in, Patricia pressed her forehead against the window. She watched the ground crew loading luggage, setting out orange cones, and signaling with fluorescent wands. The plane was still motionless, but she already felt that vertigo in her stomach, as if her entire life were about to take off in an uncertain direction.

She wasn’t sure if she was flying to Barcelona to save herself… or to drown for good.

Patricia settled into her seat, fastening her seatbelt with an almost resigned air. The flight attendant’s metallic voice droned through the safety instructions, but she barely listened. The routine of emergency lighting, locating exits, and fastening seatbelts seemed absurd to her at that moment: the real accident, the real fire, was already happening in her life.

When the plane began to taxi toward the runway, Patricia closed her eyes and thought of Fernando. She imagined him at that very moment, perhaps still at his parents’ house, with that calm of his that had captivated her so much at the beginning. He was the one who had proposed with a gesture full of tenderness—that memory still moved her—and he was the one who had held her so many times through her personal storms.

But now… now everything seemed so fragile. She wondered when she'd started to break what they had, at what exact moment she'd let Diego's shadow creep in. Maybe it was that night at the party, or much earlier, when her own dissatisfaction drove her to chase risk the way others chase oxygen.

The roar of the engines swelled, her body pressed back into the seat, and the vibration of the plane as it hurtled down the runway reminded her how unstoppable certain decisions could be. Patricia clenched her teeth. In that moment, she felt her double life rising up like a secret impossible to keep: a future as a respectable wife beside Fernando, and that dark attraction she didn't know how—or didn't want—to sever at the root.

As they gained altitude, the city shrank beneath the window. Scattered lights, streets intertwining like a labyrinth she was fleeing. Fleeing from what? A job she no longer had? A commitment that was suffocating her? Or from herself?

She scolded herself in silence: Fernando doesn't deserve this. There were moments when she felt it with brutal clarity, like a slap across the face. He was good, he was noble, and he looked at her with a love so obvious that even Monica had noticed. How could she be cruel enough to accept a ring while planning another forbidden encounter on the side?

But then came the next wave of thoughts, and with it the excuse she repeated like a mantra: that things could change, that she could "start fresh" after this one last mistake. That everything would stay buried if she landed a new job, that this would be the last time with Diego. It was the same self-deception she whispered to herself every night.

The plane hit a patch of light turbulence, and the slight jolt startled her. It was a physical reminder of what churned inside her: that sensation of the ground shifting, of nothing being solid.

She forced herself to take a deep breath, to calm down. She pulled a small notebook from her bag and opened it to a blank page. For a few seconds, she held the pen without knowing what to write. She thought about jotting down possible job leads, possible excuses for Fernando, even packing lists for the honeymoon. In the end, she just scrawled one word, large and quick, almost illegible: future.

She snapped the notebook shut, as if someone might read it. Then she leaned her forehead against the window again, gazing at the clouds stretching out like an infinite white sea.

The future was out there, somewhere. But she couldn't tell if she was building it… or destroying it for good.

As the plane kept climbing, Patricia couldn't get Diego out of her head. The image of his smile, his uninhibited way of talking, the accidental brush of contact on their last date… it all came rushing back like relentless waves. Every thought of Fernando was immediately invaded by the memory of Diego: his energy, his boldness, that sense of danger that both excited and terrified her.

She wondered how she could feel this way after all the promises of fidelity she'd made to herself, after all the sweet words she'd exchanged with Fernando. Was it love for one and desire for the other, or simply an emptiness she was trying to fill with different kinds of risk? She caught herself rationalizing, justifying every impulse: that it was the last time, that it wouldn't affect what she had with Fernando, that it was just a way of saying goodbye to a part of herself that refused to settle into routine.

But even as she repeated those excuses, she felt a knot tighten in her stomach. Diego represented freedom and chaos—something no orderly life could ever give her. Fernando was stability and devotion, but in Patricia's mind, the memory of Diego held an almost irresistible pull. She realized her heart was divided, and that part of her feared that moment of seduction with Diego would leave an indelible mark, even if she never confessed it to Fernando.

She looked out the window again. The clouds slid beneath the plane like an endless treadmill. She thought about the conversation she'd have to have with Diego: the need to close the chapter, to promise there would be no more encounters. But even as she swore it to herself, she felt a current of desire she couldn't tame, a pull that made her wonder if she could really keep that promise.

The pen found its way back to her hand, and Patricia began scribbling without thinking too hard: incomplete sentences about what she should do, how she would face Fernando and Diego. Each word she wrote was an attempt to impose order on the chaos inside her, but the more she wrote, the more she realized there was no clean path: everything was tangled together—desire and guilt, love and fear, loyalty and betrayal.

Another bout of turbulence, stronger this time, jolted her enough to make her close her eyes and press the notebook against her chest. The sensation that she could lose control of her emotions, of her life, was so intense it was almost physical. She wanted to remember why she'd decided to marry Fernando, to cling to that reason. But even she recognized that losing her job had been a key motivation for saying yes to him. She refused to accept it, but deep down, she knew it was true.

When the plane began its descent, she let out a long, deep sigh. Part of her wanted to cry; another part wanted to laugh at herself. She knew that in a few hours she'd land in Barcelona and have to start building a "serious" future while closing the chapter with Diego once and for all. And yet, one persistent thought stayed with her as she drifted into a light sleep: she had never been so aware of how fragile her own willpower was.

Patricia's eyes flew open, startled by the thud of the wheels hitting the runway. Then came the flight attendant's strident announcement, that metallic voice saying they had just landed in Barcelona "on schedule." For a moment, she didn't know where she was; then the murmur of seat belts unbuckling and the clatter of overhead bins snapping open brought her back to reality. Her heart was pounding, a mix of nerves and accumulated exhaustion.

She got off the plane almost on autopilot, following the flow of passengers, jacket draped over her arm and phone clutched in her hand. The terminal seemed immense—full of bright advertisements, families reuniting, executives striding purposefully—and her… her in the middle of it all, feeling like she didn't belong.

She grabbed a taxi without so much as glancing at the driver. She gave the address of the Convention Center and spent the ride staring out the window. The streets of Barcelona bustled with life, and for an instant she wished she could feel like all those carefree pedestrians—knowing where they were headed, with no shadows trailing behind.

When the taxi stopped in front of the venue, the imposing facade made her hesitate. She saw groups of people with credentials hanging from their necks, folders in hand, rehearsed smiles of courtesy. She didn't have a credential. She knew that with a couple of calls and the right smile, she could slip in easily. She'd always known how to work a room. But right now, she didn't have the strength. She felt like an intruder. An impostor.

She stood off to one side of the entrance for a moment, watching. She recognized two former colleagues—the kind who used to greet her enthusiastically back in the day but who now looked away with cold, distant expressions, as if her presence made them uncomfortable. That coldness cut through her like a knife, a wordless reminder that she no longer belonged to that world.

Her phone vibrated in her purse. She pulled it out, almost afraid to look. On the screen, a message from Diego:

“Have you arrived yet? I'll be waiting this afternoon. I can't get it out of my head. Tell me where and when.”

Patricia swallowed hard. Her pulse spiked. Desire. Guilt. Two feelings fighting for the same space in her chest. She closed her eyes for a moment, squeezing the phone between her hands as if it were something forbidden.

Fernando's image flashed through her mind: his noble, hopeful, trusting gaze. The same one she'd seen when he talked to her about the wedding. And slipping in behind like a shadow came Diego, with his shameless smile, that way of looking at her that made her feel alive—even as it made her feel guiltier than ever.

She sighed deeply, feeling torn apart. The conference, her career, Diego, Fernando… everything tangled together in a knot she had no idea how to untie.

Patricia sat on a bench in front of the Convention Center for a few minutes, phone in hand. She was tempted to respond immediately, but for the first time in a long while, she didn't. Instead, she looked up at the bustle around the entrance and, almost without meaning to, began to sort through her thoughts.

If anything had become clear after months of living with Fernando, it was that knowing he was devoted to her wasn't enough. Fernando loved her—she had no doubts about that—but he wasn't blind or immune to outside influences. Neither his parents nor his sister Irene looked on her favorably, and that rejection, however veiled, could erode everything she'd built.

That's when she started forming a plan—a cold, meticulous plan that took shape with startling clarity.

She would be the perfect daughter-in-law: smiling, attentive, never raising her voice in Ramiro and María's house. She would ask questions about his practice, praise her mother-in-law's cooking, help clear the table, even take an interest in old family stories. She wouldn't leave any room for criticism. She wanted them to see her as someone who wanted to be part of the family, not just a guest.

She would also be the perfect sister-in-law. She knew Irene was the rebellious soul of the family, the one who turned things upside down. Patricia decided the best approach was not to compete. She would listen patiently, play along with her jokes, support her decisions—even if she privately disagreed with all of them. She wouldn't confront her; on the contrary, she would work to make Irene an ally, because she understood that a sister could become the most influential voice in the family.

And above all, she would be the perfect wife: Fernando would never have cause to complain. She would make their home a warm, orderly place where he could find peace. She would be affectionate, devoted, capable of anticipating his needs, of caring for him on his bad days and amplifying his joy on the good ones. She wanted him to see her as indispensable—the woman who understood him without words, the flawless partner who completed him.

Patricia took a deep breath as she reached that point. The idea tasted like victory, like security. But the moment she closed her eyes, the phone buzzed again, reminding her of Diego.

A shiver ran down her spine. What if she could also be the perfect mistress? Someone who knew how to get what she needed from Diego—or anyone else: the intensity, the danger, the adrenaline rush that Fernando didn't give her and never would. The thought made her smile for an instant, though the smile was laced with cynicism. The key would be keeping everything under control, calculating every move, never letting one life contaminate the other.

She rose from the bench with that double certainty hammering in her head: she had to become what everyone expected… and secretly, remain what only Diego knew.

To Patricia, Diego was one of those men who commanded attention without trying. Physically, his appeal was obvious, though not classically handsome. He stood around 5'11", with a body built more in a neighborhood gym than through any sophisticated routine: broad shoulders, defined arms, and that way of taking up space as if it belonged to him. His light hair, somewhat long and slightly gelled, hinted at a receding hairline he tried to disguise with strategic cuts. His brown eyes—lively and a bit brazen—were his go-to for entering any conversation; they held a gleam that mixed mischief with defiance. His smile, wide with a roguish edge, completed the picture, reinforced by three-day stubble that seemed designed to underscore his confident air—though in truth it owed more to laziness than aesthetics.

As for his character, Patricia had him pegged. Diego was the typical self-assured salesman, always quick with a comeback, the kind of guy who could get a laugh in an elevator full of strangers. He had that fake swagger that teetered between charming and obnoxious, a way of talking that could be magnetic in small doses but grating if it went on too long. He was the type who never admitted to not knowing something—he'd rather improvise a clever answer, even if it was complete nonsense, than acknowledge ignorance. That confident pose concealed his lack of education, a deficit he insisted on covering up with clichés, trendy references, and sweeping opinions.

Patricia knew it, and that was exactly why she used him in her own way. Diego wasn't a man for deep conversation, but he was a man of gestures, of moments, of immediate intensity. She was well aware of his intellectual limitations, his repetitive vocabulary, and his tendency to embellish stories to make himself look good. But she also saw in him a distorted mirror of everything Fernando would never be: an impulsive, reckless, visceral whirlwind. With Diego, everything was action, never reflection. And that, at certain moments in her life, was as maddening as it was irresistible.

Patricia, in the most private depths of her thoughts, recognized that if anything kept her tied to Diego, it wasn't his words or his company outside the bedroom. It was something else. The sex. That was the difference, that was the magnet pulling her toward him, even knowing he wasn't good for her.

Diego had an almost animal ability to read her desires without her needing to voice them. It wasn't about tenderness or romance—those were Fernando's virtues—but about that raw, unbridled energy that seemed to pull her into territory where rules ceased to exist. With Diego, every encounter was like walking along the edge of a cliff: thrilling, dangerous, and in a way, addictive. He always pushed the limits, always took her a little further, as if his goal was to see how far he could go before she said stop. And she never did.

Patricia often caught herself thinking that what scared her about Diego wasn't that he might disappoint her, but that he might seduce her to the point of losing control. Because he played with that almost reckless intensity, crossing lines that would never have existed with Fernando. And right there, in that forbidden territory, was what she craved: the release, the transgression, the thrill of being in the hands of someone who knew no limits. Every time they had sex, it was something new. He had taken her places she'd never been, and she was hardly a prude in bed.

She told herself it was just that, pure chemistry. Nothing more. That deep down, Diego couldn't offer her anything beyond that wild, physical whirlwind. But she also knew that as long as she had him nearby, that part of her—the part that needed to feel her skin burn, that longed to let herself be swept away—would never find a substitute. He was her secret counterweight to the stability Fernando represented.

While the conference attendees lined up to enter, she was piecing together her own mental blueprint, as if drawing a secret map. On one hand was the life she was going to build with Fernando: solid, presentable, impeccable. She could see herself as the model daughter-in-law, the sister-in-law who was always available, the elegant wife who dazzled at family gatherings and never raised suspicions. She'd told herself a thousand times that with a little effort, she could fit into that mold. All she had to do was soften her edges, learn to hide her impatience, and present a polished, pleasant version of herself. That would be her safe haven, the place from which to project stability. She knew that when she wanted to, she could be as charming as anyone.

But at the same time, another image overlaid itself in her mind: Diego. With him there were no masks, no protocols, no pretenses. It was pure instinct, pure abandon, the territory where the restrained Patricia didn't exist, where she could surrender completely. And she knew it: no matter how much she tried to convince herself it would end, that it was just a passing fling, there was something in her that needed him. Diego was her release valve, her antidote to the routine she sensed looming on the horizon of her marriage.

And so, almost without realizing it, she began to sketch out what seemed to her the perfect solution, though morally indefensible: two parallel lives. One by day, bright, beside Fernando, impeccable in everyone's eyes. And another by night, clandestine, where Diego would become her secret lover, the keeper of everything she couldn't show in public. The perfect wife, the perfect daughter-in-law, the perfect sister-in-law… and in the shadows, the perfect mistress.

The most unsettling part wasn't that she'd thought it, but that the idea didn't trigger any immediate remorse. On the contrary, it filled her with an icy calm, as if she had finally found a way to reconcile her two halves.

Patricia left the conference building slowly, as if Barcelona's humid air weighed on her shoulders. She had just crossed the lobby full of dark suits and lanyards dangling from necks, aware that she didn't belong there. She leaned against the sidewalk railing and pulled out her phone. The screen buzzed again just then: a message from Diego.

Diego

“Change of plans, gorgeous. We won't be alone today. I'm bringing a buddy. You're going to love him.”

Patricia frowned. She read the message two, three times. She felt an uncomfortable heat spread through her stomach. She typed quickly:

Patricia

“What do you mean, with a buddy? We agreed it would be just you and me.”

The response came immediately, almost mocking:

Diego

“Relax. He's fucking awesome, totally trustworthy. Says he's dying to meet you. We're gonna have a blast.”

She pressed her lips together, holding back a mix of surprise and rage. Did he really think he could spring this on her? She looked around, searching for calm in the bustle of the plaza, but all she felt was a knot in her chest.

Patricia

“No way, Diego. I'm not some little girl for your games. If you want to see me, it's just you. Otherwise, forget it.”

The phone vibrated again, insistent:

Diego

“Come on, don’t be boring. You know I’ll try anything with you. This is going to be incredible. Multiple men focused entirely on you.”

Patricia read it and felt the blood rush to her face. Anger mixed with something like disappointment. For an instant, she saw herself as a puppet he was trying to control.

Patricia

“You’re going too far. Don’t ever suggest something like that to me again.”

She hit send and shoved the phone into her purse, as if the gesture could end the conversation once and for all. She realized she was breathing fast. It hurt to admit, but in that moment she felt disgusted by Diego. For just an instant—only an instant—she wondered what the hell she was doing there, far from Fernando, wearing a dress she’d chosen for another man.

The words from the message kept echoing in her head. “I’ll bring a friend, you’ll love him.” “We’re going to have a great time. You’ll get a big surprise. You won’t regret it.” The audacity was so typical of him that part of her wasn’t even surprised. What shook her was what that proposal had awakened inside her.

Her first impulse had been indignation, almost anger: how dare he suggest something like that? She was about to get married. She had promised—and promised herself—to be a different woman, better, more faithful, more devoted to Fernando. There was no room for temptation. Much less for that kind of suggestion. And yet, the idea began to take shape in her mind. The initial revulsion transformed into a kind of dark vertigo. What if...? She closed her eyes, biting her lip, as if to punish herself for even letting that possibility brush against her. But it was already there. The seed had been planted.

There was something about Diego, about his ability to always push her to the edge, that fascinated her. He always pushed the limits, even crossing them. And she—that Patricia who only existed with him—had enjoyed that risk. Why, then, was her heart pounding just imagining what it would be like to cross an even more forbidden threshold?

Guilt struck immediately, like a whip. “You’re reckless, thoughtless. You’re about to marry a man who gives you everything. And you’re thinking about this, about something so dirty.” And yet, while she mentally punished herself, another voice whispered: “Maybe you’ll never have this chance again. Maybe it’s your last opportunity to feel something different, something no one else will ever know.”

Desire and guilt intertwined, tangled together, biting at each other like two serpents. Patricia swore to herself: no, she would never accept. That boundary wasn’t for her. But the mere fact of having considered it, even for a few seconds, left her trembling.

And then she understood the most disturbing thing of all: it wasn’t Diego’s proposal that scared her most, but the reaction it was starting to stir inside her. Patricia kept staring at the phone screen. Diego’s proposal kept bouncing around in her head like an unbearable echo. Two men. She had never seriously considered it in her life. Not even as a secret fantasy on lonely nights. And yet, now that idea sent a strange shudder through her, a wild mixture of vertigo and desire. As if someone had opened a hidden door inside her. A door marked with an invisible sign that said “Forbidden.” And on the other side, an unknown territory that was frightening, yes, but that drew her in with magnetic force.

She thought about Fernando, about the calm and security he offered her, about the orderly future that awaited her by his side. And then she thought about Diego, about the way he always pulled her one step further, about how he seemed to know exactly where the line was and how to tempt her to cross it. What would happen if this time he pushed her even further?

She bit her lip. Just imagining it made her heart race and sent a strange heat rising through her chest. It was madness. It was indecent. It was something that didn’t even fit the image she wanted to build of herself: the perfect daughter-in-law, the perfect wife, the woman who had finally left her mistakes behind. And yet, the attraction was there, as intense as the guilt.

There was a part of her—small, hidden, trembling—that wondered what it would feel like to surrender completely, to let the forbidden envelop her without resistance. Would it be liberating? Or would she hate herself forever afterward?

Patricia hesitated for a few seconds. She swallowed and, for the first time in days, made a quick decision.

“All right,” she wrote hastily, fully aware of what that acceptance meant. “But it has to be now… before I change my mind.”

The silence that followed was dense, almost electric. She imagined Diego with a mixture of disbelief and barely contained excitement, as if every word she had written had ignited a spark. She imagined his smile, confident and a little cocky, as he pulled her one step further from sanity and decency.

“Now?” he replied. “I like your decision… the fact that you accepted before thinking about it too much makes me feel like this is going to be… intense.”

Patricia felt her pulse quicken, felt every fiber of her body react to the mixture of risk and control that Diego seemed to understand better than she did herself.

“I don’t want to think,” she wrote, trying to set a limit, though even her words betrayed a hint of excitement. “I just want it to happen, before my head wins out over desire.”

“Then it's decided,” he wrote, with a confidence bordering on arrogance. “It's happening now, just like you want. No doubts, no looking back… Just let it happen. Leave the rest to us.”

Patricia closed her eyes for a moment, letting the mixture of fear and desire wash over her. The sensation of crossing a line she'd never imagined crossing left her stunned, but somehow… liberated.


	 


Patricia knew she could remove the blindfold whenever she wanted, but she preferred that foolish anonymity, that childish feeling that the monster vanishes if you cover your eyes.

The place was new, unknown to her—a room in a four-star hotel. She felt nervous but comfortable. She knew they were there, silent, preparing their assault on her body. Her heart was racing. That much was obvious; everyone in the room knew it. They handed her a gin and tonic, and she felt it cool and refreshing as it slid down her throat. Her mouth was dry from nerves.

Her chest felt tight, as if she couldn't draw all the air she wanted. Her quickened breathing was unmistakable proof of her excitement.

She felt a tingling in the pit of her stomach. That anguish made her acutely aware of her own body and of the silent presence of the two men she was about to give herself to. A wide hotel bed. An unfamiliar bed, a smell of nothing. Stiff cotton sheets. Her mind was made up, and she remembered what she was doing there. She remembered how she'd come to this decision. “Why not?” she'd asked herself with indifference. “But it has to be now… before I change my mind,” had been her answer.

Less than an hour had passed since she'd made her decision. She hadn't wanted to meet Diego's friend. Only one thing seemed clear to her: she had no regrets. Even knowing there was a lurking danger that things might not end well for her, she had no regrets. Even knowing that Diego was so intense, that sometimes he left marks on her body, she had agreed to be shared, and no, she had no regrets. Despite the twisted excitement she felt at the thought of enjoying those two men this way. She kept drinking. One of them lit a cigarette, and the smell of tobacco filled the room. They pressed the cigarette to her lips, and she took a long drag that filled her lungs. The smoke's aroma seemed strange to her, but it relaxed her.

The two men who had blindfolded her moved silently around her, and she couldn't pinpoint their positions. Faint whispers gave her a vague sense of where they were, but she couldn't be sure.

Patricia's mind was a whirlwind, desperate to start feeling, with an underlying certainty that her mind and body could handle whatever they wanted to do to her. The three of them remained silent.

A pair of lips found hers and kissed her. They gave her another sip from the glass, then kissed her again. A short but wet kiss that ended with a light bite on her lip as he pulled away.

Before she knew it, one of them—or both—had decided to repeat the kiss. And another. And another. And that atmosphere that precedes every worthwhile sexual encounter began to build. She knew she was going to do it—have sex with two men.

While they caressed her breasts through the silk of her bra and their arms wrapped around her, she paused to wonder what kind of woman would dare this much. To fuck two men at once. The sheer excess of the idea excited her. She never would have expected this of herself. Or maybe she would have. Diego and a stranger whose name she didn't even know. The thought made her a little wetter.

They slipped off her tiny thong, and she reached out, searching for their cocks. A tongue invaded her mouth while another worked her neck with small bites meant to draw moans of pleasure from her—sighs, still silent.

An anonymous hand caressed the entrance to her pussy while she found one of their hard cocks. With their mouths pressed to hers, both kissed her passionately, their tongues intertwining, filling her mouth with their saliva. Her stroking quickened, and soon she had both cocks in her grasp. She positioned herself on her knees with a cock in each hand. They felt hard, veined. She thought she recognized which one belonged to Diego. She took it into her mouth, tasting the salty precum. Increasingly aroused, she decided to alternate with the other. The head seemed bigger, though the taste was similar. She caught the characteristic scent of clean sex, growing more intense with the closeness of the two men.

A strong hand pushed her head down, nearly making her gag. Despite how deep he was fucking her mouth, there was still more cock left outside. Even without seeing it, she was surprised by its size.

She felt a hand caress one of her breasts, then pinch her areola and nipple viciously. She was sure it was Diego. Always so excessive, always pushing the edge.

At that moment, something startled them. It was her phone, vibrating on the nightstand. A single short buzz—a text message, not a call. Fernando?

For the first time, she heard a voice, letting her know whose cock she had in her mouth. Diego's mocking tone came from the opposite side. “Your future hubby wants to talk to you, babe.” His words aroused her, and she redoubled her efforts to swallow the biggest cock she'd ever had in her mouth.

Hands—Diego's, she was certain—grabbed her by the hips, pulling her backward. A soft gasp escaped her lips when she felt his hardness pressing against her ass.

The atmosphere had grown thicker. Murmurs turned to moans, caresses grew bolder.

Diego slid his fingers down her bare back, descending slowly until he slipped them between her buttocks. The sensation of being the focus of so many hands made her shudder.

The stranger withdrew his cock from her mouth and began kissing her with soft, wet lips, capturing hers in a kiss that tasted of saliva and gin. Patricia became aware of how the other senses sharpen when sight is taken away. She could immediately distinguish one set of lips from the other—the different stubble, the thickness of their lips, the distinct scent of each man. She moaned against his mouth while Diego's hands worked her buttocks, spreading them easily. Her nipples were licked and nibbled by a tongue that moved with urgency.

The sensation of being touched everywhere at once made her arch her back, unable to decide whether to surrender or resist the whirlwind of desire enveloping her.

Anonymous lips moved over hers with lazy sensuality, a wet, deep kiss heavy with provocation. The taste of gin still lingered in her mouth when an unknown tongue claimed her neck, tracing a burning path from her collarbone to the curve of her shoulder. A shiver ran down her spine, but the intense pleasure of so many hands sliding over her kept her floating between abandon and insatiable need. Suddenly, a thought exploded in her head. The number of hands and mouths didn't add up. One pair of lips was kissing her, another biting her neck, but there were others on her breasts.

In one feline motion, she yanked off the blindfold and sprang up on the bed. Her expression was one of absolute surprise and indignation.

“Relax,” a deep voice whispered near her ear. Diego. She recognized him by the tone, by the way his tongue traced a slow circle on her earlobe before catching it between his teeth. He pulled back slightly, and his smile struck her as guilty and uncertain.

“What the fuck are you doing? Who do you think I am, you son of a bitch?”

“Don't get angry, Patricia. I told you I had a surprise for you.”

Patricia got up and started getting dressed.

“Why are you getting angry?” Diego asked, visibly worried by Patricia's reaction. “I just wanted to set up a surprise for you. You'd agreed to do it with Adrián and me. I only added Alonso to the equation. I thought you'd like the surprise. That's why I asked you to wear the blindfold.”

“I'm leaving. And be thankful I'm not going straight to a police station right now.”

She didn't see it coming. The slap hit her cheek with a force that left her stunned. The man to her right—tall and thin with dark hair—stared at her with completely black eyes. She barely registered that his pupils were fully dilated.

“You're not going anywhere, gorgeous. You're going to finish what you came here to do.” His voice was hostile.

“What the fuck are you doing, Adrián?” Diego intervened, shoving him.

“This bitch isn't going to threaten us. Bring me the phone.”

In one swift motion, he grabbed the phone from the nightstand and had Diego unlock it. He opened WhatsApp and showed her the screen, holding it in front of Patricia's clouded eyes.

“You signed a pretty clear consent. Read, bitch.” And he read aloud the messages she'd exchanged with Diego:

“Come on, don't be boring. You know I'm up for anything with you. This will be incredible. Several men devoted entirely to you.”

“Okay. But it has to be now… before I change my mind.”

“Now? I like your decisiveness… the fact that you're accepting before thinking about it too much makes me feel like this is going to be… intense.”

“I don't want to think. I just want it to happen, before my head wins out over desire.”

“Then it's decided. It'll be now, just as you want. No doubts, no looking back… Just let it happen. Leave the rest to us.”

“With this, you can go to whatever police station you want. Not even the most feminist judge is going to buy your bullshit story, so… if I were you, I'd relax and 'not let my head win out over desire.'” His voice was flat, devoid of any emotion. “Give us a good time, and all four of us will enjoy ourselves. Make a scene, and I guarantee you'll regret it. We know where you live.”

The third man seemed somewhat younger than Diego and Adrián, but more solidly built. He approached Patricia slowly. She felt dizzy and had trouble focusing.

“Let's see what we have here,” he said, groping her between the legs without any care.

Just before she could scream, Adrián clamped his hand over her mouth. His hand was enormous and powerful.

Like men possessed, they threw themselves on her. She could barely move. Diego shouted at them to stop, but Adrián's cold stare made him back down. Patricia watched in panic as Diego dressed and left the room, head bowed, in silence. He never came back.

From that moment on, her sensations grew hazy. At one point, Alonso started touching her roughly, almost brutally. Patricia was aware they'd taken something and were pretty high.

A couple of times they hissed at her to calm down. Patricia liked rough sex. She didn't like being treated condescendingly, but this was becoming something violent and dangerous that had completely spun out of her control.

“Don't scream or you'll regret it,” he said in her ear again. “Don't make this difficult for us and you'll have fun with us. We know what bitches like you need.”

Patricia shuddered at the tone of his voice. Fear gripped her when Alonso ripped her stockings and garter belt off with a single violent tug.

Adrián hurt her as he rammed his huge cock inside her with a single thrust. Patricia moaned in pain, but Alonso immediately covered her mouth, forcing her to suck his cock. Adrián didn't stop there. Without any lubrication, he took her from behind. The first attempt to force himself into her ass caused such agony that she couldn't help but let out a howl. The slap came instantly. Patricia's mouth filled with blood. Her head spun. In that moment, she seemed to lose consciousness.

All her sensations blurred together, except for the certainty of pain. The thrusts grew more forceful, though Patricia was now like a puppet in those strong, rough arms. The two men were taking her with brutal roughness. Both of them thrust into her, bit her, pinched her. Several times they struck her between the legs. Through stammered words, Patricia refused and begged them to stop.

Images crowded her mind in chaotic fragments, mixed with sobs and pleas for them to stop, that they were going to kill her. But they didn't. While Adrián forced her to suck him again, Alonso took her ass with fury, as if he wanted to hurt her.

Alonso yanked her hair with such fury she thought he'd tear her scalp off. One of them stammered something about coming, but Patricia didn't know who had said it. The second time Adrián thrust into her ass, she was numb there, but perfectly aware that something was tearing inside her. A strange sensation of heat spilling within. Deep terror seized her and she began to scream desperately. She had barely managed to let out a short cry for help when something very hard crashed against her right temple. From that moment, everything went black. She lost consciousness completely.

Both men, clearly under the influence of alcohol and drugs and completely out of control, continued their escalating brutality. Bites, savage slaps—Patricia didn't react to any of it. Stammering and drooling a mixture of saliva and blood, she begged them again to let her go, but the only response was a loud laugh from both of them.

They took her by force—her pussy, her ass, her mouth. The madness of drugs, alcohol, and sex had spiraled completely out of control. They came on her several times, though she was barely conscious of anything that had happened in the last hour.

“Look at those gorgeous tits and those nice hard nipples,” they said mockingly as they got dressed. “That bastard Diego! Keeping her all to himself, the sneaky fuck!”


	 


Patricia began to come around. She regained consciousness, her head pounding. The room had settled into a heavy silence, barely broken by the distant hum of cars starting to move along the main avenue. Adrián and his friend had left less than an hour ago, and Patricia still lay in bed, the sheets tangled around her naked body.

In that unfamiliar room, among sheets stained with every kind of fluid, she began to vomit. They had left her alone.

Her hair, once perfectly straightened, now hung in disheveled strands, tangled and slick with a damp sheen of sweat, blood, and bodily fluids. No trace of her perfume remained, lost amid all the filth. When she raised her hand to her forehead, she felt the roughness of matted strands and the sharp pain of a bruise at her temple. She began to cry, aching all over and utterly terrified.

In the half-open wardrobe mirror, she could see her own reflection. Her green eyes, still intense, looked glassy, pupils dilated, as if they'd witnessed something impossible to process. Dark shadows lingered beneath her eyes—a mixture of exhaustion, sleeplessness, and smudged makeup.

What surprised her most, however, were the marks her skin revealed. Several bruises, just beginning to form, ran along one side of her neck like crude marks of unbridled passion. Lower down, on her chest, small scratches still red traced an irregular pattern that extended toward her shoulders. Her abdomen showed scattered contusions here and there—unmistakable evidence of a body that had been claimed without restraint, without calculation, in a frenzy she now found hard to justify.

She pressed her palm against one of those marks on her side and closed her eyes. The skin was tender to the touch—not terribly so, but enough to remind her of what had happened. Her dry lips still held the memory of a metallic taste, a mixture of sweat and someone else's saliva.

Her entire body was an uncomfortable testament to what had happened: evidence of violence, but also of excess, of a line crossed from which she wasn't sure she could return.

The water ran warm, filling the bathroom with dense steam that soon fogged the mirror. Patricia stepped under the stream with an involuntary shudder: the water against her skin revealed, one by one, every point where her body ached. Her neck, her shoulders, her inner thighs. Each drop slid down as if trying to cleanse, but also to accentuate, the memory of what she'd been through.

She braced herself with both hands against the cold tiles, letting the water beat against her back. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply, trying to sort through what she felt. Guilt pierced her like a dagger: she had promised herself never to cross that line again, and yet she had shattered it with more abandon than ever, letting herself be dragged into that spiraling madness. She had sworn to herself: “the last time.” And that last time had become the most brutal of all.

The vertigo came afterward, with the clarity of morning. The sensation of hanging by a thread too thin, of having crossed a boundary from which she might never return. She pictured Fernando, his clear gaze, his confident smile, the way he had taken her hand when he proposed. The betrayal felt unbearable, and yet…

The yet was what she couldn't tear out of herself. The physical memory still coursed through her, vibrating across her skin like an electric current. What had begun as a night of wild, limitless sex had turned into a brutal sexual assault. Into rape. There was a residue of guilt clinging to her bones, almost shameful, that made her squeeze her thighs together and release an involuntary sigh under the water. That mixture of pain and lingering terror told her something she didn't want to hear: that the forbidden had taken her to a place she perhaps deserved.

She shook her head, annoyed with herself. She had to pull herself together, think clearly, slip back into her role: the perfect future wife, the ideal daughter-in-law, the woman Fernando expected. But the more she repeated that idea to herself, the more persistent that spark became deep in her belly, that uncomfortable echo of having crossed every line.

She opened her eyes. The bathroom mirror was completely fogged, but in her mind the image was clear: herself, split in two. One Patricia who wanted to wash her skin and conscience clean under the shower, and another Patricia who still trembled with fear at the memory of the encounter's violence. She approached the vanity, opened the makeup case, and carefully began applying foundation and concealer over the bruises, scratches, and a couple of newly discovered bite marks that spread across her arms, neck, and chest. Each brushstroke made her more acutely aware of herself; the makeup couldn't completely camouflage the marks, and some areas, especially the bruises on her collarbone and the scratches on her shoulders, seemed to resist, as if her body refused to forget what had happened.

As the minutes passed, her sense of control slipped away. The foundation wasn't enough, the color kept shifting, and the mirror reflected back someone who had crossed limits too extreme. She rubbed her cheek desperately, applying more concealer, more powder, more layers, but nothing seemed to erase the evidence of what had happened the night before.

Nervousness began to take root in her stomach. Each failed attempt made her heart pound harder, as if the makeup reminded her not only of the blows and scratches, but of everything she had done to provoke them. The control she thought she had over her body and her life was slipping away, and her sense of vulnerability grew with each passing second.

She brought her hands to her neck, feeling the bruises with trembling fingers, and let out a sigh heavy with frustration. She breathed deeply and tried to calm herself, repeating silently that no one else could see them, that the only thing that mattered was Fernando, and that her marriage depended on him never suspecting a thing.

But the makeup, no matter how many layers she applied, didn't just fail to hide the evidence—it also reminded her that the previous night's unchecked violence was branded on her skin, indelible, and that now she had to craft a perfect story to protect herself. A threesome that had turned into rape wasn't a story she could sell.

The nervousness turned into a constant tingling, a buzzing alarm coursing through her entire body. Every mirror she passed reflected not just her physical image, but the urgent need to invent a convincing alibi before facing the real world.

The bruises on her neck, the scratches on her arms, and the deep bruises on her thighs couldn't be explained away; they were too clear evidence that something very serious had happened. And she knew Fernando, with his attentive eye, would spot them instantly.

Her heart began to pound, each thump resonating in her ears. The idea that he might notice something filled her with an icy dread. It wasn't just the fear of reproach, of anger; it was the terror of losing control, of watching the image of the perfect woman she'd built for him collapse in a single instant. The betrayal, the total loss of trust. She'd be throwing it all away. A life and a future, straight into the trash.

Each attempt to cover the marks with makeup seemed useless. Each failed brushstroke was a cruel reminder of her vulnerability. She struggled to breathe, trembling slightly, as she mentally ran through all the possible explanations, all the excuses she could invent. None seemed convincing enough.

The fear paralyzed her and, at the same time, stirred a strange fire inside her. She was aware that these marks spoke for themselves, and that any careless gesture would end up giving her away. She ran her hands over her arms. She looked at herself in the mirror again. The bruise on her temple was getting worse. Impossible to explain.

Patricia leaned against the bathroom wall, struggling to breathe, while her mind raced through possible explanations. Reporting a rape was completely out of the question: not only would it be impossible to prove, but she could end up in enormous legal trouble she wasn't sure she'd win—and at what cost? Diego and his friends had proof of precisely what she wanted to hide. That idea vanished almost immediately, and she cursed herself for having put it in writing.

Then she started searching for alternatives that didn't involve her directly, something that would seem accidental and believable. The simplest, the most logical given her desperation, would be to fake a fall down the hotel stairs. She imagined the scene in her head: the hotel stairs, a seemingly innocent stumble while distracted by her suitcase or phone, and the fall that would leave bruises and scratches all over her body. A plausible explanation, almost routine, that wouldn't raise suspicions and would let her keep her facade intact in front of her fiancé. She ran her hands over the bruises, calculating the severity of each mark, how they might fit with the story of the fall. She felt a chill: the sensation of playing with fire, of having to rehearse every word, every gesture, so the story would be believable. She'd have to memorize the position of the injuries, the intensity of the bruises, even practice a slight limp so it would look natural. But it made no sense for her to take the stairs when there were elevators, and besides, there were cameras in the stairwells. She had to think of something else, and she was running out of time.

She settled into the back seat of the taxi, her skin still aching, damp hair stuck to the back of her neck, eyes reddened from exhaustion. As the car made its way down the road, her mind wouldn't stop racing: the marks, the bruises, the scratches, and especially the bites… nothing that makeup could completely cover. The dizziness and guilt mixed with a strange excitement that confused her. Every traffic light, every passing car reminded her of the nightmare she'd lived through that night, and her desperation grew as she thought about how she'd explain it if Fernando found out.

Then the taxi driver braked abruptly and pointed to an accident just ahead: a taxi that had been sideswiped by a delivery truck that had run a stop sign. Patricia leaned forward, her fingers already searching for her phone in her purse.

“Want me to find another route? This could take a while. That's a nasty wreck,” the taxi driver asked, his brow furrowed.

“No, stop here for a moment,” she said, with a serene smile that tried to mask her nervousness. She got out of the car with measured steps and began taking photos from different angles. Each click of the phone calmed her a little: it looked like a routine act of curiosity, but for her it was also a small respite from the chaos in her mind.

The taxi driver watched her, puzzled, as she raised the phone and, for an instant, shot him a knowing look through the window—a light smile that perfectly hid the storm raging inside her. Then she got back in the taxi and they continued on to the airport, Patricia feeling a bit more in control of the situation, though her heart was still tight with her own secrets.

Once at the airport, she urgently searched for a pharmacy. She barely had an hour before boarding. She walked through the pharmacy with quick, measured steps. She stopped in front of the display of bandages and medical adhesives, examining them carefully, selecting the ones that seemed most suitable. She also grabbed some small butterfly closures—the kind used to close superficial cuts—and tucked them into her purse along with her makeup, with an almost obsessive urgency.

She reached the bathroom and slammed the door behind her. She set her purse on the sink and took out the makeup case. She struck it against the toilet, and the mirror shattered. For an instant, Patricia stared at the scattered shards of glass, and then her determination pushed her to act. She knew it was going to hurt, but it was necessary.

Carefully, she picked up a sharp shard and began pressing lightly on the areas where the bruises and bite marks were most visible. She also made small, strategic incisions on her forehead and other marked areas, knowing they hurt, but convinced that this pain was a necessary price for her future, for the life she was building, and for the secret she had to keep.

As the sharp pain mixed with the tension of each breath, Patricia studied herself in a large shard of mirror, checking whether the self-inflicted wounds would distract from the more obvious marks. It was an act of control and self-defense, a way to make sure Fernando wouldn’t discover the truth.

She stepped out of the stall, glancing left and right. She walked through the airport with measured steps, trying to regain her usual confidence. She made little effort to hide the small bandages peeking out from under her beige silk blouse or the droplets of blood staining it. It was all part of the scene she was constructing in her head. Every time she felt a passenger’s eyes on her, her heart raced; it seemed like everyone could tell something wasn’t right, that she’d been in some kind of accident. That helped convince her that the story she was preparing for Fernando was the right one. The staging was more than believable. She forced herself to breathe deeply, to remember she had to keep her composure, that nothing could make her waver or second-guess what she was planning.

Once she boarded, she leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes for a moment. Psychological tension wrapped around her: she knew the marks on her body could betray her, that every gesture could be read, that every glance could raise suspicion. But she also knew that the staging itself was her alibi. She became fully aware of how far she was willing to go to protect her future.

She refocused on her plan: she had to be the perfect daughter-in-law, the perfect sister-in-law, the perfect wife… and no one could suspect what had really happened. She would have time to deal with Diego later. Every twinge of pain from the incisions mixed with fear and a sense of power: power over her own destiny, over how others perceived her, over Fernando—even though he didn’t know anything yet.

Every jolt of turbulence seemed to synchronize with her racing pulse; every noise, every announcement from the pilot reminded her of the thin line she was crossing. And yet, in the midst of that inner chaos, a small part of her felt more alive than ever: aware she was playing a dangerous game, aware she was crafting her own strategy with the determination of someone who couldn’t afford a single mistake.

When the plane began its descent toward Madrid, she took a deep breath. The city was there, waiting for her, and with it, the final, crucial phase of her plan. Now she had to be convincing. The anguish of the situation and the memory of the savage rape would help her do just that. She closed her eyes, took a breath, and stepped off the plane.


	 


I came back from San Vicente de la Barquera with a strange feeling. The weekend had cast a shadow of doubt over my overflowing joy about the engagement to Patri. All the excitement I'd brought home had slowly dissolved amid reproaches and doubts. The drive felt short. I drove lost in dark thoughts, replaying every gesture, every phrase, every silence from my parents and Irene. The house greeted me with that stale smell of being closed up for two days and a ribbon of trapped heat behind the blinds. I dropped my bag by the entrance, opened a beer, and stood in the kitchen, leaning against the counter, watching the sun slide across the glass as night fell.

My father had been the most reserved, as always. He didn't say anything that could offend me, but he dropped questions that weighed more than any reproach: “Are you okay? Does this really make you happy?” Walking through the orchard, along the furrows and the laden trees, he talked to me about commitments, about what you don't see when you sign on. He didn't insist; that's precisely why it got to me. My mother was more transparent: her displeasure about the courthouse wedding showed in the corner of her mouth and in the way she rearranged the silverware on the table as if, by straightening them, she could also straighten my decision. And then there was Irene, who came in like a whirlwind and told me point-blank about the way we looked at each other: that I looked at Patricia with love, but in Patricia's eyes, she didn't see the same. It hurt because it came from Irene, who never minced words but never wasted them either.

While I walked through the garden with my father, I noticed things I hadn't looked at before: the chipped edge of the old pool, the murmur of wind in the tree branches, the gleam of water as evening fell. He talked about irrigation and roots, and without meaning to, I translated each word into a language only I understood: if this holds, if this takes root, if this blooms. At dinner, my mother steered the conversation toward Irene, her string of teaching jobs, instability turned routine. Irene laughed it off, and I thought that maybe my mother was right to want certainties for her children. Was Patricia a certainty? I wanted to believe so. I repeated it to myself on the way to Madrid: I want to believe so.

The silence of the house felt too vast, almost suffocating. I touched the back of the sofa out of habit, as if expecting to find Patricia's warmth there. I caught myself tidying things that didn't matter: lining up a couple of books, folding a blanket, sorting through the mail. I also thought—and it made me angry to think it—about what Irene had said about how Patricia “doesn't fit in,” as if she were always just visiting. That phrase followed me to the bedroom. I left my shirt on the back of a chair, washed my face, and when I looked in the mirror, I looked tired, eyes a bit reddened from the drive and from the measured arguments, the kind that don't raise their voice but exhaust you just the same.

The phone vibrated on the living room table. It was Patricia. The new photo she'd put on her profile showed her at her best. It was from the night of the party, in her black dress, looking as stunning as she ever had. Patricia in her prime.

“Babe, I'm on my way home. I'm in a taxi. I had a small accident. Don't be scared when you see me, okay? I'm fine.”

I read the message twice. “Don't be scared when you see me.” I felt a stab in my stomach, a surge of adrenaline that tensed my shoulders. I wrote back immediately:

“What happened? Are you okay? Tell me something.”

She took a few seconds that felt long.

“Relax, really. I'll tell you later. I'm exhausted. I'll be there in five minutes.”

That “I'll tell you later” left me hanging, as if I'd been asked to hold my breath underwater. I wanted to call her, but I held back. I know her tone when she doesn't want to talk on the phone: she keeps it short, clips her sentences. Even so, I wrote again:

“Do you need me to come out and help you? What happened?”

Again, the brief pause that I now measured with anxiety tightening my throat.

“No need. Don't worry. See you soon. I love you.”

I slipped my phone into my pocket and stood in the middle of the bedroom, not quite knowing what to do with my hands. The beer glass in the kitchen was leaving a ring on the counter; I grabbed it, drank the rest in one gulp. I thought of a thousand absurd possibilities: a bad fall, a cut from opening a suitcase, a sprained ankle. I told myself she was fine, that she'd said so.

I went back to the living room and, for the first time in a long while, turned on the television. A newscaster was talking about traffic and the heat wave in Madrid. I sat down, stood up, paced twice around the table. I looked at the clock: in my head I traced her route through the city, tried to guess why she'd chosen to say “don't be scared.” I remembered the night we celebrated at home with our friends, the buried discomfort of Bea and Tomás, and Mónica's vague comment about that coworker. I told myself it was ridiculous, that I was connecting dots that didn't belong together. Even so, the doubt—that doubt I'd brought back from my father's orchard—was there, demanding attention.

The phone vibrated again:

“I'm at the building. Don't worry, okay? I'm really fine.”

I hovered a second with my fingers on the screen, not writing anything. Before stepping out to the porch, I turned off the television. The house, silent again, hung suspended, waiting like me. I opened the door expecting to see her appear, worried about what I might find.

When she appeared, I saw her: Patricia was climbing slowly out of the taxi, one hand resting on the door frame, the other clutching her purse as if it weighed twice as much as usual. My first reaction was concern—her face was marked with cuts and bruises. What looked like bloodstains spotted her beige silk blouse.

Her hair was pulled back in a makeshift ponytail, and a cut on her forehead was barely covered by a bandage, surrounded by bruises. On her collarbone, despite the light blouse, bruises were visible—purplish shadows the fabric couldn't hide. She walked upright, almost rigid, but with something broken about her, as if holding herself together took everything she had. The taxi driver helped her out and handed her the laptop case, then gave a quick wave goodbye and drove off, but not before shooting me a worried look. I stepped forward, still unable to believe what I was seeing.

“But what…?” I started to say, my voice coming out hoarser than I expected.

Patricia didn't answer. She looked at me with wide eyes, as if afraid to see the same shock she'd been dreading reflected back at her. And in that instant, she took two quick steps and threw her arms around me, hugging me with a strength I'd never known she had. Her purse nearly slipped from between us, but I caught her, wrapping my arms around her back, feeling the tremor in her breath.

“I'm okay, honey… I'm really okay,” she murmured against my neck, and then, as if saying those words had shattered the last of her defenses, she began to sob.

At first it was just quiet tears, a barely audible whimper, but soon it turned into open, almost convulsive sobbing that shook her shoulders. I tried to calm her, stroking her hair, repeating clumsy, automatic phrases like a desperate mantra:

“Easy, easy, it's okay now… you're with me… What happened to you…?”

I eased her back a little, just enough to look into her eyes. They had a clouded shine, heavy with anguish, as if she'd been carrying an impossible weight for hours. It was the first time in our entire relationship I'd seen her cry, stripped of her usual air of confidence. Patricia was showing me a face I'd never seen before.

“What happened?” I asked, more serious this time. “What happened to you, Patricia?”

She shook her head, wiping her cheeks with the back of her hand. She took a breath, bit her lip, and answered in a halting voice:

“A minor accident… that's all. On the way to the airport, the taxi… a truck… ran a stop sign and hit us from the side. It wasn't that bad, but… I was so scared. I thought I wasn't going to make it. It was so close…”

I froze, trying to piece together the image in my mind. I looked again at the cut on her forehead, at the bruises on her shoulder.

“My God…” I whispered. “Did you see a doctor? Did they treat you?”

She nodded quickly, almost anxiously, as if she knew the question was written all over my face.

“Yes, yes. Right there. An ambulance came and they treated my wounds. They checked me over—nothing's broken. Just bruises and small cuts from the window glass, nothing serious. The worst part was the scare.”

She said it while searching my eyes urgently, as if she needed my support just to stay standing. I was still holding her, not wanting to let go for even a second. She cried again, more quietly this time, with a mixture of relief and exhaustion, letting herself sag a little into my arms. I kissed her temple, at her hairline, and felt a deep shudder run through me: fear, tenderness, disbelief, and also relief to see that, despite everything, she was okay.

“It's okay now, love. The important thing is you're here and you're safe. What a scare, huh?”

She pressed even closer against me, as if she wanted to disappear into my chest. And in that moment, I knew I wasn't going to let go of her for a long, long time.

Patricia pulled back just slightly from my embrace. Her eyes were still red and wet, and her breathing came in ragged gasps, as if the tears had drained whatever strength she had left. She looked at me with a mixture of tenderness and pleading, then reached for her purse with trembling hands.

“Wait,” she said, her voice cracking. “I want you to see this.”

She pulled out her phone, unlocked the screen with a quick, nervous swipe, and handed it to me. The image hit me like a punch to the gut: a dark-colored taxi with the rear door completely caved in, the side crumpled like aluminum foil. In front of it, a white delivery truck with its front end smashed. The colors, the emergency lights, the twisted angles of the vehicles...

I swiped to the next photo: another shot of the taxi from a different angle, showing the glass scattered across the ground like a puddle of shattered ice. Then another, this one showing a couple of people talking on the sidewalk, one wearing a reflective vest. The photos were sharp—too sharp.

I swallowed hard. A chill ran down the back of my neck as I looked up from the phone to look at her. On her face, her neck, the shoulders she was trying to cover with her jacket—there were the marks. Scratches, faint bruises, small wounds that seemed to speak for themselves. They looked like minor injuries compared to what could have happened to her.

“My God, Patri…” I murmured, not knowing what else to say.

She looked away, as if it hurt to meet my gaze.

“I didn't want to scare you… but I knew you'd worry when you saw me. That's why I sent you that message beforehand.” Her voice still trembled, but I could tell she'd rehearsed what to say. “It wasn't serious, really. More the shock than anything else.”

I hugged her again, feeling how fragile her body was against mine. But questions kept swirling in my head. I touched her cheek gently, where a bruise was starting to darken.

“This doesn't look like just a scare…” I said, my throat dry. “Patri, you need to see a doctor. Have them check you out, rule out anything serious. I really don't like that bump on your head.”

She shook her head right away, with a firmness that surprised me.

“They already did, Fernando.” She stroked my face, as if trying to calm me. “When the accident happened, an ambulance came. They checked me right there, made sure nothing was broken. They're just bruises, nothing more. They were worried about the blow to my temple, but they confirmed it wasn't serious. Please, don't be scared. I just want to take a shower and sit here at home with you.”

“Are you sure?” I insisted, searching her eyes.

She held my gaze with a determination that seemed to come from deep within.

“I'm sure. I'm fine. And now that I'm home, much better. I swear. I don't want you to worry anymore.”

I fell silent, trying to calm myself, but the marks on her skin left a knot in my stomach. And yet, seeing her tears, hearing her voice tremble—it gave me a new perspective on her. It was like seeing a different version of the confident, independent woman I knew. For the first time, she was showing a vulnerability that seemed so unlike her.


	 


Patricia closed the bathroom door gently, leaving the latch unlocked, just as he had asked. The gesture made her uncomfortable, but she couldn't afford to argue about it right now. Steam from the shower began filling the small space, wrapping her in warmth that contrasted with the cold she'd been feeling since dawn.

She undressed slowly, her movements clumsy, as if each garment weighed more than usual. Her body ached in places where she'd never felt pain before. In front of the fogged mirror, she forced herself not to look too closely. She knew what she would find: the bruises on her neck, the scratches on her back, the marks on her arms. But what she feared most was what she hadn't yet checked.

She sat on the toilet, trying to let the running shower muffle any sound. A sharp stab of pain shot through her the moment she settled. An instant later, the certainty: there was blood. Not much, just dark traces, but enough to make her blood run cold.

Holding her breath, she opened her toiletry bag, pulled out a small compact mirror, and with trembling hands, positioned it so she could see. What she saw confirmed her fears: small tears and redness around her vagina. It was worse around her anus. There was a visible tear, a painful trace of what had happened the night before.

The pain was real, stabbing, but what terrified her most was something else: there was no way to explain it. No fall, no accident, no alibi could account for this if he discovered it. And he wasn't going to.

She stood up slowly, a lump in her throat. She repeated to herself in a low voice, almost like a mantra:

“I have to be careful... very, very careful...”

Steam had completely fogged the bathroom mirror, but Patricia wiped it with her palm until she'd cleared an oval of visibility in the glass. She leaned forward, studying the reflection that stared back: wet hair plastered to her face, dark circles under her eyes, bitten lips, and those unmistakable marks on her skin that no amount of makeup could completely erase.

For a few seconds, the sight shook her with a flash of panic. She looked like another woman, one who had weathered a dark storm and survived. But then, as if some internal switch had flipped, her expression changed. Her lips curved into an ironic smile, almost cruel.

“He bought it...” she murmured, with a hint of sarcasm that echoed in the empty bathroom. “He's convinced.”

And he was. Fernando had swallowed the story without raising any serious objections. He'd seen the photos, listened to her sobbing explanation. She'd played the victim perfectly, and that gave her a strange pleasure. A cold, calculated satisfaction that mingled with the physical pain and guilt like incompatible but inevitable layers.

She straightened up, running her fingers over her bruised neck, almost caressing it. She met her own eyes in the mirror: there was her strong side again, the woman capable of holding a lie with the same conviction others hold a truth. She knew she was walking a razor-thin line, that any detail could give her away, but that tension... that tension fed her.

She raised her chin, took a deep breath, and told herself, almost with pride:

“No one's going to know. No one.”

The mirror returned a broken yet invincible image. She ran her tongue over her lips and, in that small gesture, recognized herself again as the self-assured Patricia, the one who always found a way to come out on top.

Patricia lingered a few more seconds in front of the mirror, still naked, water droplets sliding down her skin. She studied each mark as if it were a scar from a battle she had won. The ironic smile stayed on her face as she caressed her wounds, almost with devotion. She ran her nails over her nipples, which responded immediately. She wet her fingertips and intensified the caresses. She felt aroused. It was as if the accumulated tension needed to find release somehow.

She leaned toward the glass, almost touching it with her forehead, and whispered:

“Perfect. Everything under control.”

With a sharp gesture, she pushed the thought away. She grabbed the towel, tied it around her waist, and without lingering on her reflection, moved on to the next act: putting herself back together.

First, the makeup. She spread the foundation with precision. Powder here, concealer there. She knew she couldn't completely erase the bruises, but she could blur them until they looked superficial, the logical result of an accident. The key wasn't to hide, but to make the story believable.

Then, the clothes. She chose a long-sleeved shirt to cover her arms. A soft scarf around her neck, tied with studied carelessness, hid the most obvious marks. In front of the mirror, she raised her chin and turned from side to side, like an actress before going on stage, making sure the disguise held up.

Finally, the finishing touch: the smile. She rehearsed it several times until she found that exact blend of sweetness and fragility, convincing enough to stir tenderness and deflect any hint of doubt. A smile that said: “I'm hurt, but calm. I need you to take care of me, not question me.”

Patricia lingered a few more seconds in the bathroom, shower steam still floating in the air and clinging clammily to the tiles. She had rebuilt herself on the outside, covered every trace, hidden the marks as if nothing had happened. But inside, the battle raged on. And in the middle of that tangle of fear, vertigo, and forbidden desire, a crystalline thought emerged, hard as a blade:

Diego wasn't going to come out of this unscathed.

The image of him, so sure of himself, with that cheap salesman swagger that had always attracted and repelled her in equal measure, burned inside her. His abandonment when things had spiraled out of his control. She remembered how he'd led her somewhere she'd felt completely powerless, only to let them rape her and then flee like a frightened little animal. What a piece of shit!

“No,” she murmured in front of the mirror as she tied the scarf around her neck. “This isn’t over.”

Patricia wasn’t a naive woman. She knew now that she could cry if she wanted to, could seem fragile, but beneath the surface churned a calculating, cold, and perhaps ruthless temperament. What she needed was time. Time to think, to move the pieces in her favor, to find the exact crack that would let her make him pay. It wouldn’t be immediate. It wouldn’t be obvious. But it would come.

Her revenge wouldn’t be an explosion; it would be a slow, meticulous drip. Something that would wear him down until he was reduced to a humiliated memory. Patricia wasn’t about to risk her future with you over an outburst, but she wasn’t going to give Diego the satisfaction of getting away unscathed either.

As she ran her fingers over the marks that the makeup barely concealed, a different smile crossed her face, darker than the one she’d prepared for Fernando. A private, intimate smile that belonged only to her: the smile of someone who had already decided that somebody must pay.

“I’ll make him pay,” she thought with chilling calm. “Not now. Not just any old way. But I’ll make him pay. And I’ll decide how and when.”

With that determination burning in her chest, Patricia picked up her toiletry bag, took a deep breath, and prepared to leave the bathroom. She was no longer just the woman who had survived a fabricated accident: now she was also the woman who had sworn revenge.

When she was done, the bathroom had transformed from a place of grooming into a dressing room. Patricia took a deep breath, looked in the mirror with the confidence of an actress who knows she owns the script, and with renewed assurance, opened the door.


	 


When Patri came back to the living room, she looked much better, though I still couldn’t shake the impression her arrival had left on me. She walked slowly, with a fragility that kept me attuned to her every gesture. She asked if we could go out to the porch by the pool. The sun was already sinking, and the water reflected the orange glow of dusk.

“Would you open some wine for me?” she said, with a tired but strangely warm smile.

I went to the kitchen and grabbed two glasses. She settled into one of the lounge chairs and closed her eyes, savoring the cool evening air. When I handed her the glass, she cradled it for a moment before taking a small sip.

“Tell me,” she said, watching me closely. “How did it go?” she asked, brushing my face with her hand.

At first I hesitated. So many emotions had tangled together during those days in San Vicente that I didn’t know where to begin. Even so, I told her about Saturday’s dinner, though I left out the conversation with my father, Irene’s veiled comments... everything that had sent me home with a lump in my throat. As I spoke, I felt her eyes fixed on me, as if she wanted to absorb every word, every nuance of what I’d been through.

“It was... complicated. I think it was a mistake to give them the news alone.” I pulled back a little, though I kept my eyes on her. “You should have come with me. They were a bit disappointed not to see you.”

“Be honest—what impression did you come away with?” she pressed, turning the glass slowly in her hand, her eyes never leaving mine.

I paused, searching for the right words. Night was settling slowly over the garden, and the air smelled of freshly watered grass. I talked, and she listened with that blend of tenderness and gravity that made me feel understood. At one point, glancing at her from the corner of my eye, I thought I saw her expression shift for just a second—something colder, more calculating flickered across her face, as if she were processing my words with a logic that had nothing to do with comfort. But then she smiled again and stroked my hand.

Patricia listened without interrupting, nodding slowly. Then she took my hands gently.

I explained that my mother had welcomed me warmly, but with a hint of disappointment about getting married at the courthouse. That through her gestures and silences, she’d made it clear this wasn’t the wedding she’d wanted for us. Patricia nodded slowly, tilting her head now and then, as if weighing every word. She didn’t interrupt, just let me get it all out, and I found myself telling her more than I’d intended.

“You’re right. I shouldn’t have let you carry that alone. Next weekend we could go together—what do you say? We’ll give them the news again, but this time you won’t be on your own.”

Her voice was steady, and there was an unexpected sweetness in her eyes, almost conciliatory. I felt the knot I’d been carrying since leaving my parents’ house begin to loosen.

The silence on the porch was broken only by the chirping of crickets and the distant murmur of the pool. I was still turning over the conversation with my parents when Patricia set her glass on the low table, shifted in the lounge chair, and fixed me with an intent look. There was a strange mix of sweetness and resolve in her expression, as if she’d suddenly made up her mind about something final.

“You know what?” she said, her tone serious now, different from moments before. “I think your mother is right.”

I stared at her, surprised. Those weren’t the words I’d expected, especially after everything that had happened that weekend.

“What do you mean?” I asked cautiously.

“About the wedding,” she replied, not looking away. “About how it should be.”

She sat up a little, and the warm porch light caught the marks on her face—concealed, but still visible. That image of fragility stood in sharp contrast to the confidence in her voice.

“I thought a lot during the flight, after the accident,” she continued. “I saw what your family means to you, what you want from your life with me. And... I realized I was wrong.” She paused, as if gauging the effect of each word. “I don’t want a small, discreet wedding, practically hidden away. I want the exact opposite. I want it to be big—over the top. A wedding everyone will remember. One that stays with us forever. An old-fashioned wedding. I want to feel like a princess with her prince.”

I went quiet, trying to process what she was saying. We’d talked so many times about keeping it simple, about something intimate... and now, suddenly, she was speaking with a new determination.

“Are you sure?” I managed to say.

Patricia smiled, and a gleam lit her eyes that I hadn’t seen in a long time.

“More than ever.” She took one last sip of wine, set the glass on the table, and moved closer until her arm brushed mine. “Fernando, I want us to get married in the church. With all your family there. I want your mother to watch me walk down the aisle on my father’s arm, in a dress that will leave her speechless. I want your family to feel that I’ve come to stay—that I’m one of them.”

Those words hit me hard. Something stirred inside me—a mix of relief and emotion. It was exactly what my parents, especially my mother, had dreamed of. And she knew it.

“And not just that,” she added, resting her head on my shoulder. “I've thought about where it should be. Not in Madrid, not anywhere else…” She glanced at me sideways, as if to gauge my reaction before finishing the sentence. “I want us to get married in San Vicente.”

The breath left my lungs for a moment. San Vicente. My town. The place of my childhood, my memories, my roots.

“In San Vicente?” I repeated, incredulous.

“Yes,” she said with conviction. “In your church. The same one where your parents got married. Where your grandparents watched their family grow. When we say 'I do,' I want it to be more than just the two of us—I want your whole history standing behind us. And mine too, from now on.”

I fell silent, moved. I imagined her entering that white church, her veil trailing down the center aisle, my mother in the front row with eyes shining with pride. What Patricia was proposing was more than a wedding: it was the ultimate gesture to seal her place in my life and in my family's lives. She knew it. I saw it in her gaze. That mixture of tenderness and cold calculation that had so often disarmed me.

“I want to be your wife for real, Fernando,” she whispered, caressing my cheek. “Not just for you, but for everyone. I don't want anyone to ever doubt what we have.”

“You'd do that?” I asked, as if I needed to hear it again.

“Of course I would.” Patricia leaned in to kiss me slowly, letting the kiss linger. “I don't want you to think for a minute that you're alone in this. We're both getting married, and we both deserve to enjoy it surrounded by our loved ones.”

I hugged her, still overwhelmed. I felt her body tremble. Her proposal changed everything: the recent past, the doubts, the shadows—all of it faded before the powerful image of a future built for all to see, blessed and celebrated.

She closed her eyes and smiled, satisfied. Hers was not the smile of a victim returning wounded from an accident. It was the smile of someone who knew she had just won me over forever.


Part Two

	


The church of Santa María de los Ángeles in San Vicente de la Barquera was decked out for celebration, gleaming brighter than ever under the midday sun. The Gothic portal, with its six pointed archivolts and stone worn by centuries of wind and salt spray, provided a solemn frame for the joy of the moment. On the steps, a red carpet spread like a river leading to the esplanade, where family, friends, and curious onlookers waited impatiently, clutching little bags of rice and flower petals.

The parents of the bride and groom waited outside together, arm in arm as if their hearts beat as one. Fernando’s parents, upright and elegant, could barely hide the emotion welling in their eyes. Their gaze was fixed on the newlyweds already emerging through the door, with that silent pride of parents watching their first child get married. His father, an extremely serious man who rarely put his feelings into words, said it all through the firmness of his posture and the tears glistening in his eyes. Beside him, the proud godmother radiated warmth; with her hair carefully styled and a dress in soft tones, she held back tears behind a fan she waved nervously, as if she could somehow stem the tide of emotions.

A few steps back stood Irene, in elegant navy blue that highlighted her serene bearing. Her smile was broad and genuine, though her eyes held that veil of protective tenderness that had always been part of her. She was the little sister who, without saying it, still wanted to make sure her brother was in good hands.

Mónica, standing somewhat apart, held a small bouquet and forced a smile. She had chosen a light, understated dress—perhaps too understated for the occasion and for her usually jovial nature—and although her applause joined everyone else’s, her gaze held a trace of unease, a doubt she couldn’t erase even behind a mask of joy.

Behind them, the guests created a vibrant hum: laughter, shuffling footsteps, the rustle of envelopes stuffed with cash for the traditional gift, and the clicking of cameras and phones aimed at the still-closed door.

Everyone seemed to hold their breath, waiting for the moment when the carved wooden doors would open and the newlyweds would cross the threshold into the light of day.


	 


When I saw her beside me, I understood why everyone had gone silent for a second before bursting into cheers. Patricia looked stunning—elegance incarnate. Her dress, fitted at the waist with an impeccable drape, enhanced every line of her figure with a simplicity that needed no extra adornment. The delicate lace at the neckline and sleeves seemed almost painted onto her skin, as if it had been designed for her alone.

The veil, secured with invisible pins, billowed in the wind like a trail of light, catching reflections of the sun that wrapped her in a kind of halo. She wore her hair in a low, polished bun, with just a couple of carefully placed strands escaping to frame her face. Her makeup was subtle, almost imperceptible, except for the intense shine of her lips and the depth of her gaze. There was a hypnotic confidence in her eyes, the same gleam she gave the crowd, aware that everyone there was surrendering to her presence.

Beside her, I wore the traditional morning coat, perfectly pressed, with a navy blue tie that gave me a touch of color. It had been Patricia's specific request—she'd wanted to break from the traditional gray tie. The heat of the afternoon sun made the fabric weigh heavier on my shoulders, but I didn't mind: I felt upright, dignified, with a presence I'd never felt was so truly mine before. My hands still showed traces of dampness from sweat and from the hugs we'd just received.

When we came down the first steps, someone shouted for us to turn around. She did so immediately, flashing everyone that broad smile that seemed both rehearsed and natural, while I simply looked at her with a mixture of pride and fascination. It was impossible not to: that woman had become the absolute center of attention, and I, in a way, shone beside her too.

I saw several women in the crowd looking at her with admiration tinged with envy. Some commented in hushed voices about the cut of the dress, the hairstyle, the details. The men, on the other hand, didn't hide it: their eyes roamed over her brazenly, as if they couldn't help themselves, and I felt a spark of pride in my chest. Patricia sensed it too; she smiled with a hint of flirtatiousness, barely perceptible, and squeezed my arm tighter.

I wore an impeccable morning coat, yes. But beside Patricia that morning, it was clear that she was the absolute star.

The church doors opened with a solemn creak and, suddenly, the light blinded me. For an instant I had to squint, as if the sun wanted to force me to stop, to be conscious of that exact second when I crossed the threshold between my past life and what awaited me on the other side.

The murmur became a roar. Laughter, cheers, a “long live the bride and groom!” that echoed so loudly it made my skin prickle. The air filled with a white flurry: the first grains of rice struck my shoulders, bounced off my suit, slipped down the collar of my shirt. I heard their tapping like dry rain, accompanied by petals someone threw into the wind, swirling around us.

I looked to the left and saw my parents. My father's eyes were shining, and although he tried to maintain his composure, I realized he was breathing hard, as if in that moment he was fighting his own battle against tears. My mother had already lost hers: she was crying openly, her mouth trembling and her fan pressed against her chest. Seeing them like that disarmed me. I felt I was fulfilling a dream that was as much theirs as mine.

To my right I spotted my sister. She was smiling genuinely, that broad smile I'd always envied in her, but I couldn't help noticing the wet gleam in her eyes. Her applause rang out louder than everyone else's, as if with each clap she was telling me: “I'm here, I'll always be here.”

And then, beyond them, I saw Monica. She was standing, a bit stiff, with her hands clasped over her bouquet. She was applauding, yes, but her smile seemed borrowed, as if put on hastily so she wouldn't stand out. Her gaze met mine for an instant and I felt something strange: a flash of doubt, something that pierced me like a stab in the middle of all that euphoria.

The rice kept falling, the cheers rose, and I advanced a few steps with Patricia on my arm. She was laughing, a clear, light laugh, her face lit up with happiness. I felt her hand tighten against me, as if forcefully claiming this moment, as if she wanted everyone to see it: us, coming out together, indestructible, perfect.

I stopped for a few seconds at the top of the stairs. I took a deep breath. The smell of flowers mixed with the rice dust. The heat of the sun on the back of my neck. The sound of the commotion. Everything hit me with the same intensity. And there, under the sky of San Vicente, I knew this moment would be etched in me forever.

The shouting didn't let up. Each step we took toward the stairway felt eternal, as if the crowd wanted to hold us there, at the church door, frozen in the photograph of absolute happiness. The rice struck my face, got into my shoes, and still I smiled. Because in that moment, smiling was inevitable.

I felt a strong embrace suddenly wrap around me. It was my father, who had pushed through the crowd, unable to contain himself any longer. He squeezed me with a force that almost knocked the breath out of me, and in my ear I heard a hoarse murmur:

“You did it, son… you did it. Congratulations.”

I didn't know what to say. I just hugged him, and when he pulled away I saw that his eyes were red, shining, overflowing with a pride he'd never expressed so openly before.

My mother came up behind him. She caressed Patricia's face with trembling hands, leaving a wet trail on her cheek. Her smile was broken by tears.

“You look beautiful…” she whispered, “and thank you so much for giving us this wedding…”

Patricia bent down slightly and hugged her too, with that theatricality of hers that turned every gesture into a public declaration. “Now we're family,” her radiant smile seemed to say as my mother wrapped her arms around her.

As I came down a couple of steps, I saw my sister pushing through the crowd. She threw her arms around my neck and kissed me hard on the cheek. Her voice, steady but breaking, whispered:

“You have no idea how happy it makes me to see you two like this.”

I knew she meant it. And that sincerity cut right through me, because beneath all that joy, I also sensed an undercurrent of melancholy—as if she understood, better than anyone, that something in our family was changing forever.

Mónica hung back, keeping a prudent distance. She’d come close enough to go through the motions—hugging Patricia first, then me. Finally, she seemed to loosen up, bouncing on heels that probably made even walking a challenge.

“Congratulations…” she said, her voice serene, almost too perfect, though her eyes didn’t shine like everyone else’s. It left me cold for a moment, because what I saw in her gaze wasn’t happiness—it was a shadow. A shadow that seemed to be trying to say something, but stayed trapped behind a measured smile.

The crowd pushed us forward. Amateur photographers raised their phones; someone shouted my name, another called for us to kiss. Patricia, without hesitation, grabbed my face and kissed me with that fierce intensity of hers that doesn’t do anything halfway. The crowd erupted in applause, as if we’d given them the show they’d all been waiting for.

We came down the steps together, surrounded by a sea of hands wanting to touch us, congratulate us, capture us in a thousand photos. I felt the warmth of palms slapping my shoulders, the cries of “You two look amazing!” over and over. Everything was confusion, noise, light. And through it all, I held onto the idea that we were starting something big, something final.

When we finally reached the bottom, a murmur rippled through the crowd: the wedding car waited at the end of the aisle of people, gleaming in the sun, decorated with white ribbons fluttering in the wind. Patricia squeezed my arm tight and smiled at everyone with the confidence of a queen. I stopped for a moment, trying to burn every detail into my memory: the scent of the flowers, the voices spilling over one another, the majestic façade of the church silhouetted against the blue sky.


	 


The plane began its slow descent, and from the window, the turquoise Caribbean appeared like an endless painting. The water was so transparent I could make out the dark patches of reefs and the pale trace of sand stretching along infinite beaches. Patricia took my hand with a nervous smile, and together we watched the coast draw closer and closer. The clear sky and golden afternoon light gave our first glimpse of our destination a postcard quality. I felt a mixture of excitement and calm: we were beginning our honeymoon in paradise.

We had chosen a luxurious resort in Playa del Carmen, within the Mayakoba complex—a private enclave that’s home to several high-end resorts. The Banyan Tree.

The travel agency had recommended it for its private villas with pools, surrounded by mangroves and offering ocean views. It boasted an Asian-style spa considered one of the best in the region—an intimate, romantic atmosphere ideal for honeymoons.

They had told us it regularly appeared on lists of the best resorts in the Riviera Maya for its privacy and service, and although it was quite expensive, it was worth every penny.

When we arrived at the hotel, I immediately understood we had chosen the best. They welcomed us with chilled, scented towels and a fresh drink while a cart took us to our private villa. As we crossed the complex, surrounded by mangroves, crystalline water channels, and elegant Mayan-inspired architecture, Patricia and I kept exchanging glances, as if everything were too perfect to be real.

The resort’s electric cart moved slowly along paths surrounded by lush vegetation. The warm, humid air of the Riviera Maya enveloped us, laden with sweet aromas: tropical flowers, freshly cut wood, and the distant salt tang of the sea. The driver smiled in silence as he left us in front of a large carved wooden door, so tall it seemed to hide a secret world behind it.

When he opened it, I felt we were entering another universe.

The villa was a sanctuary of intimacy and luxury. First came a small interior courtyard with a reflecting pool that mirrored the turquoise sky. The high white limestone walls isolated us from everything, creating the sensation of being in a secret refuge. Crossing a wooden corridor, the heart of the villa opened before us: an elongated private pool with an infinity edge, surrounded by lounge chairs and thick vegetation that guaranteed absolute privacy. The palm trees leaned slightly over the water, as if to welcome us.

To one side, an open pavilion with a palm-thatched roof offered a Balinese daybed with airy white cushions. Everything invited rest and intimacy. The sound of water was constant: a small stone fountain poured a crystalline stream into the pool, and beyond, the distant murmur of the sea could be heard.

The interior was no less impressive: enormous sliding glass windows connected the main bedroom to the pool. The bed, immense, draped in white cotton sheets beneath a transparent canopy, seemed designed to absorb all the hours in the world. On it, bougainvillea petals formed an intense red heart. Facing the bed stood a minimalist desk with fresh flowers and a bottle of champagne chilling on ice.

The bathroom was another spectacle: a carved stone bathtub, enormous, open to the private garden; double showers with rainfall heads; soft towels perfectly folded on bamboo shelves. Everything was designed so we would never want to leave.

The most striking thing, however, was the sensation of isolation. It was as if time had stopped the moment we crossed that wooden door. Outside remained the noise of the world; inside there was only us, the water, the tropical heat, and the promise of absolute intimacy.

The pool stretched out like a mirror of crystalline water framed by the jungle. It was long, with straight, minimalist lines, built from dark volcanic stone that made the water shimmer turquoise during the day and turn deep blue as evening fell.

One side was finished with an infinity edge: the water seemed to spill gently toward the vegetation, blurring the line between the green horizon and the liquid blue. From there, you could lie in silence and listen to the distant rumble of the sea, like a constant accompaniment.

Around it, privacy was guaranteed by high white stone walls and dense clusters of palms and bougainvilleas, which not only provided shade but also gave it the air of a secret garden. The sun played with the leaves, casting dancing shadows on the tranquil surface of the water.

There were two wooden lounge chairs, each with a thick white cushion and towels rolled with almost ceremonial precision. Next to them, a low bamboo table held an ice bucket and fresh fruit: mangoes, pineapple, watermelon slices that gave off a sweet aroma.

The most tempting thing, however, was the Balinese daybed situated at one end, under a palm-thatched roof. Wide, with translucent curtains that could be drawn for greater privacy, it invited both rest and the forbidden. From there, the pool seemed a natural extension of the bed: a few steps, and the water enveloped the body like a warm caress.

At night, the pool transformed. Submerged lights illuminated the water from below, tinting it with a hypnotic turquoise glow. The candles arranged along the edge, already prepared by the hotel staff, promised a romantic, almost unreal atmosphere, as if everything were designed to turn each moment into an unforgettable memory.

It was impossible not to feel that this pool would be the setting for confidences, laughter, long kisses, and knowing silences. A liquid extension of the intimacy that awaited us.

“Welcome to your villa,” said the bellhop, with a musical accent that gave the moment an even more exotic air. “This will be your home for the next few days. Here you will find the tranquility and privacy you seek.”

He paused for a moment, almost as if to create anticipation. Then, with a delicate gesture, he guided us toward the terrace overlooking the pool. The warm, humid air immediately enveloped us.

“Allow me to explain,” he continued. “This villa is completely private. No one will enter here without your authorization. The staff only enters when you request it, whether for cleaning, to serve a meal, or for any special need.”

Patricia looked at him with shining eyes. I nodded, though I was still too awestruck by the surroundings to speak.

“If you want complete privacy,” he added, “you can hang this sign on the door. It signals us not to interrupt under any circumstances.”

He produced a small wooden ornament with the word privacy carved in openwork letters and set it on a nearby table.

“And if we want something brought up…?” I finally asked.

The bellhop smiled again.

“You can call the number on the villa phone, and someone will come. In that case, we’ll ring the entrance bell softly and wait for your permission. We never enter without your consent.”

Patricia exchanged a glance with me. The satisfaction on her face needed no words: this place seemed designed for pleasure.

“Perfect,” she said, almost in a whisper.

The bellhop bowed slightly.

“I hope you enjoy your stay. This place is made for rest… and for unforgettable memories.”

He handed us the keys in a small wooden box and, with a ceremonious gesture, took his leave, closing the door behind him.

“Is this actually real?” Patricia asked, amazed by the caliber of hotel I’d found. “How much is this little adventure going to cost us?”

“A scandalously scandalous amount,” I answered with a smile. “But every euro will be worth it. It’s our honeymoon, sweetheart.”

Patricia turned and looked around.

“Look, Fernando. The walls and tropical vegetation block the view from other villas and the resort pathways. No balconies from other guests overlooking the pool, no shared hallways. I love it.”

“A little corner just for us.”

“I’m not sure we’re going to make it to those excursions we booked. If I’d known it would be like this, we wouldn’t have reserved half of them.” Patricia smiled at me with studied mischief.

The only sound was the water from the private pool, a crystalline murmur that seemed to invite us to leave all our worries behind.

Patricia dropped her heels next to the lounge chair and began walking barefoot across the warm stone surrounding the pool. I followed her with my gaze; the way her light dress draped accentuated every movement of her hips. She knew perfectly well the effect she had on me, and she played it up with that mixture of feigned innocence and barely contained mischief that always made her irresistible.

“I think this place was designed with us in mind,” she said without turning around, trailing her fingertips across the surface of the water.

“With us and our honeymoon in mind,” I replied, opening the bottle of champagne waiting for us in a silver ice bucket. The pop of the cork sounded like a starting gun, marking the beginning of something different, something ours.

As I poured two glasses, Patricia turned slowly. She held my gaze, intense and unwavering, without a single word, and began sliding the straps of her dress down. She did it slowly, with calculated calm, as if she wanted to savor every second, as if the simple gesture were an intimate show meant only for me. The dress fell to the floor and she stood completely naked before me.

I said nothing.

“Are you just going to stand there watching me…?” she asked with a half smile as she walked toward the pool.

“Yes,” I said honestly. “And I don’t intend to miss a single detail, love.”

She slipped beneath the surface slowly, letting the water close over her body with an almost hypnotic rhythm. When she emerged, she swept her hair back with both hands, and droplets rolled down her skin like pearls catching the sunlight.

I approached with the glasses, one in each hand. She swam to the edge, rested her arms on the stone, and looked up at me. The expression in her eyes was that of someone who knows she holds all the power in that moment.

I offered her the glass and she took it, deliberately brushing her fingers against mine.

“To our life together,” I said.

She took a sip without looking away and replied in a low voice, full of unspoken promises:

“To our life… and to what you’re going to discover about me.”

Her wet hair fell back, and a smile appeared on her lips that I knew all too well: Patricia’s dangerous smile.

“Aren’t you coming in?” she asked, tilting her head.

“Someone has to make sure you don’t escape,” I joked.

She took another slow sip, her eyes never leaving mine. Then, with her usual playful, provocative flair, she let some of the champagne spill onto her breasts.

“Escape?” she repeated. “And where would I want to go when what I want is right up here?”

The words hung in the air. There was no mistaking her meaning.

I knelt by the edge, the other glass still in my hand. Patricia raised hers, silently asking for a refill:

“Maybe you’d prefer I drink straight from the bottle…” she said in a low voice, and then, after a pause heavy with intention, added: “I’d be happy to, but the thing is, I’m terribly clumsy and I’d probably spill everywhere. You’d have to help me…”

“Help you?” I asked.

She smiled with that ironic edge that always disarmed me.

“Yes. You might have to clean me up if I spill wine. I'm so clumsy drinking from the bottle…” and as she said it, she slid back a little more, letting the champagne run down her chest. “See, I've made a mess…”

I stayed silent. I knew any word would sound clumsy against that dance of suggestion. She enjoyed seeing me like this: trapped, expectant.

“You know what I like about this pool?” Patricia said after a moment.

“Tell me.”

“That there are no witnesses here. No clocks, no commitments. Just you…” she paused. “And me.”

I laughed nervously.

“That sounds tempting.”

“Yes, doesn't it?” she replied softly, moving a little closer to the edge. “It sounds like a promise.”

She set her glass on the stone and gripped the edge with both hands, pulling herself easily out of the water. Her fingers brushed mine, barely a second, as if teasing me with the slightest contact.

“You know?” she continued. “I like it when you look at me like that. Like you're afraid of me, but you can't look away.”

“I'm not afraid.”

“Oh, no?” she laughed with a mischievous gleam in her eyes. “Then what is it?”

I didn't answer. She began walking on tiptoe toward the Balinese bed, her hips swaying suggestively. She turned and shot me one of her feline looks. The silence filled with desire—dense, electric, enveloping everything: the murmur of the water, the sun setting behind the palms, the champagne bubbling forgotten in my hand. She moved sensually, as if every step were calculated to provoke me. The tropical sun was already descending, bathing her skin in golden light.

She lay on her side with an indolent yet deliberate grace, one leg tucked beneath her, the other extended naturally. She didn't need words to make me feel trapped; it was as if the whole space revolved around her.

“Aren't you coming?” she asked, pinning me with those eyes that seemed to read more than I could say.

“Someone has to finish the champagne,” I replied, raising the glass toward her.

Patricia laughed, a low, conspiratorial sound.

“You always find an excuse not to admit the obvious.”

“The obvious?”

“That you can't resist me. That you're looking at me like you're waiting for my signal to come closer.”

She rested her head on one of the cushions, tilted, her still-damp hair falling in strands over her shoulder. She bit her lower lip slowly and began to caress her breasts. Her nipples hardened immediately, and she savored her own touch as if she knew exactly the effect it had.

“You have a problem,” she continued in a soft voice, almost a whisper. “You don't know if you should come closer or keep your distance. And I…” she slid a hand down to her mound, caressing herself gently, “I enjoy watching you hesitate.”

I moved a little closer, setting the glass on a low wooden table, but still not touching her.

“You're terrible,” I said, smiling.

“No, I'm realistic. Do you know what I like most about being here with you, in this villa?”

“Surprise me.”

“That there are no neighbors, no rules. Only what we want. And I…” she leaned forward a little, fixing her eyes on me, “I want to see how far you'll go for me.”

I sat on the edge of the Balinese bed, my eyes never leaving her. She rested a hand on mine, barely a touch, enough to send a shiver through me.

“Well, today you're not going to be the one with all the control,” I said, my voice firmer than I expected.

She arched an eyebrow, amused.

“Oh, no? Are you totally sure about that?” With a quick movement, she caught my hand and brought it to her mouth. She slipped my thumb between her lips and began to lick it slowly, deliberately. It was an unmistakable preview of her intentions…

“Let's say that tonight…” I paused, now enjoying seeing her expectant, “I have a surprise in store for you.”

Patricia's eyes widened, gleaming with intrigue and desire.

“A surprise?” she repeated, savoring the word. “I love surprises… as long as I can guess them ahead of time.”

“This time you won't be able to.”

She laughed, rolling gently on the bed until she lay on her back, arms extended, as if surrendering to the game.

“Then I'd better prepare myself. Because with you… I never know if I should expect the most romantic or the most daring.”

I leaned a little closer to her, just enough to let the tension hang there, unresolved.

“Maybe both.”

Patricia closed her eyes for a moment, a smile of pure satisfaction on her lips. She clearly adored this push and pull, this exchange of power where, for the first time in a long time, she seemed willing to let me take the lead.

The rustling of the palm trees and the soft murmur of the pool completed the scene. And there, on that Balinese daybed, Patricia wasn't just my newlywed wife—she was also the woman who enjoyed seducing, dominating, and now… waiting for whatever surprise the night had in store.

I leaned in closer, close enough for her to feel the warmth of my breath on her cheek, and whispered:

“Tonight I want to take you somewhere special. No improvising… I've been planning this for weeks.”

Patricia's eyes flew open and she looked at me with a mixture of surprise and satisfaction. You could tell she loved the idea that I'd planned something in secret.

“A special place?” she repeated, drawing out each syllable as if savoring it. “What kind of place?”

I smiled without answering right away, letting the intrigue build.

“A place you're going to love. But I'm not telling you yet.”

She frowned in feigned protest, but her lips curved into a smile.

“I don't like not being in control, you know that.”

“Exactly why,” I replied. “This time, just go with it. All I'm asking is that you trust me.”

Patricia watched me in silence for a few seconds, weighing my words, searching for any crack that might give her a clue. Finally, she bit her lower lip and laughed softly.

“You're lucky I love mysteries… though I warn you, I'm good at solving riddles.”

“You can try,” I said, enjoying the game, “but you won't guess it.”

She turned slightly toward me, resting her chin on her hand and giving me a look of pure flirtation.

“And what if I don't like your surprise?”

“You'll like it,” I replied without hesitation.

Patricia glanced down at the champagne bottle resting on the side table and took another swig. Again, she let some of the liquid spill over her breasts.

“Don't try too hard…” she said, brushing her fingers against mine as she handed the bottle back. “I think I'm going to like it, even if I don't want to admit it. And now, do me a favor and fuck your little wife.”

Her gaze challenged me to the very end, as if the real pleasure for her lay in the foreplay, in not knowing, in letting me hold the reins—at least for that night.

Patricia was still lying on the Balinese daybed, her skin still damp from the pool. Her hair was tousled and her lips moist from the champagne. She spread her legs, offering me a perfect view of her pussy—wet and glistening.

“You know what I was thinking?” she said in a low voice, gently stroking herself, her eyes never leaving mine.

“Tell me.”

She paused, as if measuring the effect of what she was about to say.

“That we've crossed half the world to be here, locked away in this villa where no one bothers us… and you still haven't made love to me. What's your excuse?” she added, moving in front of me, so close I could barely concentrate on anything but her.

I smiled, trying to appear calm.

“Excuse? I don't have one.”

“Then do it,” she whispered, her fingers slipping temptingly between the buttons of my shirt. “Here. Now. Like it's the first time.”

I stood there looking at her, measuring the intensity of her request, and murmured:

“You don't need to ask me twice.”

She interrupted me with a wave of her hand, as if making sure I understood:

“I don't want you to rush, or just give me some honeymoon fuck. I want you to remind me why I'm here with you and not somewhere else.”

The challenge gleamed in her eyes.

“That…” I replied, taking her by the waist, “is easy enough to prove.”

Patricia smiled, satisfied.

“Then shut me up once and for all,” she said, brushing my lips with hers for just an instant. “Because if you don't, I won't stop talking.”

When our mouths finally met, everything else stopped mattering. The murmur of the water in the pool, the gentle breeze stirring the palms, even the faint song of some bird lost in the garden—everything faded, reduced to the simple beating of her heart against mine. Our lips met roughly, and we unleashed all the passion that had been building since we arrived at the villa.

Patricia held my gaze for a second, as if wanting to engrave that moment in her memory. There was a strange gleam in her eyes, a mixture of tenderness and fire. A plea and a challenge at the same time.

“I want it hard,” she murmured. “You know what I like. Don't treat me like a little doll.”

And I didn't. I took her with the firmness of someone who knows there's no turning back and pushed her onto the bed. The white canopy billowed in the breeze, seeming to wrap us in a world apart, suspended in time. She turned, with that confidence so characteristic of her, as if she were exactly where she wanted to be, and offered me her ass, swaying it under my hungry gaze. She didn't say a word, nor did she need to.

There were no words after that. Only gestures, ragged breaths, her fingers tangling in mine, her stifled laughter turning into sighs. Intense spanking, moans, and unbridled passion. It was more than desire—it was the certainty that what we were experiencing would be marked on our skin and in our memory.

When it was all over, we lay in silence, embracing beneath the gauze of the canopy. Her head rested on my chest, and I could feel the slow rhythm of her breathing mingling with mine. Outside, the world went on. Inside, only the two of us existed.

She looked up slightly, just enough to whisper:

“This is how I wanted to start our honeymoon.”

I kissed her forehead without answering. There was nothing to add. Everything had been said.

Patricia stretched with the calculated laziness of a cat. Her skin glistened with sweat. She walked toward the bedroom, glancing back at me with a lopsided smile.

“If you won't tell me where we're going, at least you'll have to give me a hint…” she said as she opened her suitcase.

She pulled out dresses slowly, running a delicate finger over the clothes she'd brought, as if choosing not just a dress but a strategy.

“What should I wear? Something light, suggestive… or more elegant and classic?” she asked without looking at me, like someone casting a line into the water, certain something would bite.

I approached slowly, leaning against the doorframe to watch her. Her reflection in the mirror returned a dangerous image: Patricia shifted her hip slightly, pulling out a red dress that seemed to burn between her fingers.

“That one, I'm afraid,” I said calmly, “might mean we never make it to dinner.”

She laughed with a low, musical chuckle, hanging the dress back up.

“Then it's not the right one…” she murmured, feigning obedience.

She kept searching until she pulled out a fitted black dress with a discreet but suggestive neckline. She turned toward me, holding it against her body.

“This one? It's more understated, but it still has its mystery.”

I watched her for a moment, letting the tension hang.

“That one could be perfect,” I admitted. “It's a dress that doesn't say too much but suggests everything.”

Patricia raised her eyebrows, pleased by my response.

“I see…” she said in a low voice. “Then your surprise must be somewhere it's best to keep up appearances, but without losing the sensuality.”

“Sensuality should never be lost.”

“Well… if the surprise is visiting a convent… I can't wear either of these two…”

“I guarantee it's not a sacred place,” I said with a laugh.

She left the black dress on the bed and, with a provocative gesture, pulled out a third outfit: a white mini-dress, light and almost summery, that seemed designed for strolling by the sea.

“Although… if I wear this one, there'll be no doubt I'm going to be the center of attention,” she added, holding it against her body and giving a small twirl. “Especially if I don't wear any underwear.”

“Would you really?” I asked, knowing her answer perfectly well.

“Actually, I think I only brought a couple of sets. I didn't think I'd need them.”

I smiled, shaking my head.

“Then wear that one and… all eyes will be on you.”

“And isn't that precisely what you want?” she challenged, her gaze fixed on mine.

I moved closer, closing the distance until she could smell the champagne on my breath.

“What I want,” I whispered, “is for tonight to be unforgettable for both of us. And for that… leave the choice to me.”

Patricia stood still for a second, her lips parted, then slowly lowered the white dress.

“All right…” she murmured, with that tone of feigned submission she loved using when she actually had control. “I'll wear whatever you say. But know this…” she added in my ear as she brushed past me, “…if you get it wrong, I'm going to make you pay.”

“Then,” she said, picking up the flowing white silk dress, “this one? With the high-heeled sandals, of course. Otherwise, there's no point.”

I watched her walk a few steps with them in her hand, raising them as if they were part of a ritual.

“Although I'm warning you,” she added, her eyes locked on mine. “I'm not planning to wear anything underneath. No lines, no obstacles…”

She approached slowly, letting the dress fall onto the bed, and brushed my cheek with her lips before whispering:

“No bra, no panties. What do you think?”

I looked at her in silence, and that was enough for her to laugh softly, satisfied with my reaction.

“And one more thing…” she continued, brushing aside a strand of her damp hair. “Hair down, natural. I want it to move when we dance. No updos to imprison me.”

“Are you assuming we're going to dance?”

“I don't know about you. But I will, no doubt about it.”

Patricia quickly regained control of the conversation. It was her specialty.

“And makeup?” she asked, tilting her head mischievously. “I could go serious, with impossible red lips… or light, with almost nothing. But remember: if I choose the first option, you'll end up ruining it before I get back to the villa.”

She gave me that direct look, full of promises, and added in a voice barely above a whisper:

“Tell me what you want.”

I smiled slowly, knowing she’d already made up her mind from the start.

After we showered, Patricia spent over half an hour in the bathroom with the door closed. When she finally emerged, she was a vision. The white dress I’d chosen seemed tailor-made for the place, for the night, and above all, for the way she wore it. The silk clung in some places and floated in others, as if playfully responding to every movement of her body. The neckline hinted at what lay beneath, and the sheer fabric revealed her nipples, which pressed defiantly against the material. Each step showcased the perfect line of her legs, lengthened by the high-heeled sandals she’d chosen to wear, with a delicate ankle strap that was the perfect finishing touch.

Her hair hung loose, just as she’d promised, framing her face with a natural sensuality that no updo could have matched. Her hair, slightly wavy, fell over her bare shoulders and gleamed in the soft light from the terrace. She’d taken her time with the makeup—her lips painted a red that was less a color than an invitation. Her eyes were lined in black, the shadow intense, almost gothic. When she turned to ask if I was ready, she did it with that confident half-smile that made her the undisputed queen of the moment.

“I think you’re staring too much…” she said playfully, spinning around so the dress flared slightly with her movement. “And we haven’t even left the villa yet.”

She was right. It was impossible to take my eyes off her.

“Aren’t you a bit too…?”

“Revealing? Maybe, but I only followed your instructions. Don’t you like it?”

“You look incredible.”

“Then enjoy.”

Night had fallen over the Riviera Maya like a veil of dark velvet, barely pierced by bright stars and a moon that seemed to be in on the secret. An expectant silence hung over the canals of Mayakoba when the trajinera appeared, its lanterns dancing in the breeze.

We were greeted with chilled glasses of champagne, the bubbles fizzing on the tongue like a prelude to what was to come. I took Patricia’s hand and helped her board.

The planks of the dock creaked softly under our feet as we climbed aboard. Several couples turned to look at her, and Patricia, fully aware, pretended not to notice—though her slight squeeze of my hand revealed how much she enjoyed it. An intimate table awaited us, dressed in white and adorned with candles that cast playful shadows across Patricia’s face. The bustle of the world fell away; there, only the two of us existed, floating slowly on the water, while a violinist on the shore released notes that drifted through the air like caresses.

The beach was visible in the distance, lit only by torches. The white sand looked like a stage set just for us, and the sound of the sea mingled with the notes of the music.

She walked in on my arm, her light dress leaving her tanned shoulders bare, wearing a feline smile and that astonishing confidence. The waiter led us to a table barely lit by floating candles in small ceramic bowls, scattered with flower petals, a bottle of champagne resting on ice. The menu was a small work of art.

Patricia sat across from me, but before she did, she let the dress slide over the chair with a calculated movement, crossing one leg over the other with deliberate elegance. Her eyes shone brighter than any candle on the table.

“I have to admit, you know how to surprise a girl,” she whispered, running her fingertips along the rim of her empty glass. “What are we having for dinner… or what are we celebrating?”

“These aren’t tacos,” I murmured, leafing through the menu. “They’re works of art on a plate.”

She set the menu down and looked at me directly, with that gaze she knew how to fill with double meaning.

“And if I’m still hungry, what then?”

I took a sip of the freshly poured champagne and raised an eyebrow.

“I don’t think that’ll happen. I think you’re going to love it.”

Patricia laughed, lowering her gaze. She feigned embarrassment, though only to provoke. The waiter returned and we ordered: mango ceviche with chili, black mole with foie gras, and a dessert that sounded impossible—something with corn, ice cream, and cacao.

When we were alone, Patricia took a sip of wine and sighed dramatically.

“I feel like I’m on one of those shows where couples go to seduce each other.”

“You’re succeeding with me.”

She looked at me over her glass, slowly, with a lopsided smile.

“It’s not difficult. A sexy dress, no underwear, and the promise of a wild night in paradise. Sounds much better than anything we could have come up with in Madrid.”

The first course arrived: ceviche served in a seashell atop a block of Himalayan salt. Patricia studied it theatrically, then picked up her fork and took a bite. She closed her eyes, exaggerating again.

“Oh my God… this is so ridiculously good I want to applaud.”

I held her gaze, smiling without a word. She lowered her eyes to the plate and played with her fork, drawing out the moment.

The second course arrived like a ceremony: black mole with foie gras, served on artisanal dishes, its dense, mysterious aroma filling the air around us.

Patricia delicately speared a piece with her fork, closing her eyes again—but this time without exaggerating. Her expression was pure pleasure.

“God…” she murmured, almost sighing. “This is pure sin too.”

I looked at her with a crooked smile.

“Then it’s made just for you.”

Patricia opened her eyes and watched me in silence for a few seconds. Then she smiled and held out her fork with a piece for me to try.

“Come on, let’s share the sin.”

I accepted the bite, leaning toward her. The flavor enveloped me—intense, profound.

“Okay,” I said sincerely, “I’ve fallen in love with the mole.”

“Tonight that’s the only thing I’ll let you fall in love with…” Patricia replied, taking a mischievous bite of foie.

We kept sampling dishes amid jokes, glances, and that playful complicity that seemed to ignite more with each glass of wine.

When dessert arrived, it was the perfect finishing touch: a combination of textures with caramelized corn, cacao ice cream, and vanilla foam. The waiter set it in the center for us to share.

Patricia took a spoonful, tasted it, and smiled, her lips stained with chocolate.

“Want some?” she asked, lifting the spoon toward me.

I nodded, and instead of bringing the spoon to me, she pressed her own lips to mine and let me lick them clean.

“You know what the worst part is?” he said, finally tasting it. “Now I don’t know if I like the dessert more… or the show.”

“Well, get ready,” Patricia whispered, a spark in her eyes. “The night has barely begun.”

He leaned toward her, close enough that their lips almost touched, but stopped just short of a kiss.

“I know. And you have no idea what surprise is waiting for you.”

Patricia leaned back in her chair, playing with her wine glass.

“Mmm… Where’s the boring, predictable Fernando? What have you done with him?”

And she smiled—that smile of hers full of promises—while the live music from the small boat rose slightly in tone, as if matching the invisible tension building between us.

When we finished dinner, Patricia looked at me with that smile that blended tenderness and mischief. I stood up first, took her hand, and helped her disembark. I asked her to follow me. We walked along a wooden path between palm trees, dimly lit by small lights embedded in the ground. The sound of the waves grew louder, like a distant murmur guiding us.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked, amused, trying to coax it out of me again.

“Trust me,” I replied, squeezing her hand gently. “I can give surprises too.”

Suddenly, the path opened up and the beach appeared before us. A line of torches planted in the sand traced a path leading to tables arranged facing the sea. The white tablecloths fluttered in the warm breeze, and each table had a glass lantern with a candle flickering inside. The murmur of the sea completed the scene, wrapping everything in an intimate, magical atmosphere.

Several couples were already seated, some drinking, others with their hands intertwined on the table. We weren’t alone, and that very fact made it feel even more real: we were part of a small secret universe of newlyweds and travelers, sharing the same moment under a star-studded sky.

Patricia stopped for a moment, amazed, and looked at me with shining eyes.

“It’s beautiful…” she whispered, bringing her hand to her chest as if to contain her emotion.

“And you still haven’t seen the best part,” I told her, guiding her to our table, positioned right at the water’s edge, just a few feet from where the waves broke gently.

The waiter greeted us with an elegant bow, and I ordered two Tequila Sunrises. Patricia looked at me, raising an eyebrow.

“So this was the big surprise…” she said, her tone playful but full of tenderness.

“Part of it,” I answered. “The rest depends on you.”

She laughed softly and caressed my hand on the tablecloth. The torchlight illuminated her face, and desire and complicity mingled in her eyes.

The waiter brought our cocktails, and just then, the torches flickered as if someone had dimmed the world itself. A deep, dry drumbeat emerged from the darkness, first distant, then closer, like footsteps the sand wanted to hide. Patricia squeezed my hand without taking her eyes off the edge of shadows where the sea began. The show started at the shore: dancers in silk dresses moved with a cadence that mimicked the ebb and flow of the waves—movements soft, undulating, hypnotic. It wasn’t just dance; it was suggestion, a body language that spoke of desire and connection. The firelight from the torches illuminated their contours, drawing silhouettes that seemed to invoke the primitive and the sacred.

“Do you hear it?” she whispered.

I nodded. The drums entered with a deep pulse, and as if emerging from the night itself, they appeared: five men and three women, barefoot, their skin marked with traces of white and ochre paint, geometries that glowed under the firelight. They wore colored ribbons tied to their forearms, shells on their ankles, and small feathers sewn to a fiber belt. A strange atmosphere of silent attention settled over us. I watched Patricia’s profile, absorbed in the spectacle.

The group’s leader, a tall man with a serene gaze, raised a maraca made from dried gourd and set a rhythm the others echoed with claps. The dancers responded with a contained hip movement, minimal, so precise it felt like a pulse. The music wasn’t strident; it was hypnotic. A heartbeat.

Patricia settled into her chair, crossed her legs, and brushed her bare foot against mine under the tablecloth, as if it were nothing. She didn't speak, but her smile said everything.

The drums grew louder, joined by a reed flute carrying a light, almost airy melody, and the bodies began tracing circles in the sand: wide turns, curving torsos, hands that seemed to summon something invisible. This wasn't postcard folklore; it was an elegant blend of the ancestral and the contemporary, a choreography that played with desire without naming it. The dancers never quite touched—they barely grazed each other—and that "almost" ignited more than any embrace could.

“This is…” Patricia leaned toward me, searching for the word. “Absolutely dangerous.”

“Dangerous?”

“It's the classic show that starts out calm and ends up as an orgy on stage,” she said, sipping her drink without taking her eyes off the performance.

A dancer moved forward until she stood just a few yards in front of us. She was naked except for a small thong, her entire body painted in ochre and white. Her hair was pulled back in fine braids, her cheekbones dotted with white. She flashed a brief smile and spun in place, the ribbons on her arms unfurling like petals. The leader followed her and, for the first time, there was contact: he caught her by the waist, just for a second, and launched her into the air. The audience exhaled an almost inaudible “oh.” Another dancer caught her, and they began a kind of sensual dance. Their bodies ground together, and the paint—different colors—began to blur and blend.

The torchlight flickered. Two dancers lit a large bonfire and a new section began: burning circles tracing orbits through the night, flames passing so close to the sand they cast trembling shadows across our hands. The rhythm grew more pronounced, dry beats striking skin drums. Patricia brought a hand to her neck, as if the heat were a necklace.

“I didn't know your surprise would go this way,” she said, with that half-laugh she got when something truly caught her.

They returned to the dance without fire, now in pairs. There was no vulgarity, no gratuitous pirouettes: the bodies leaned in mirror image, knees flexed, the soles of their feet sinking into the sand until the movement seemed born from the earth itself. A dancer marked a short, sharp step, and her partner followed half a beat behind; that slight lag was pure provocation. He pursued her and she slipped away by a breath. Patricia squeezed my hand again. The sea, in the background, kept its own cadence: push, withdraw, insist.

The flute fell silent, leaving only a deep chant, a cappella, in a language I didn't understand. A single male voice, round and full, and then a female one intertwining above it like a thread of light. The leader planted a staff in the sand and traced a spiral around it with his foot. The others completed it, one by one, until they formed a pattern that, from our tables, looked like a whirlpool opening toward the water.

The dance split into two energies: the men striking the ground with their heels, the women undulating their upper bodies, shoulders and arms sculpting the air with a softness that wasn't innocence—it was control. One of them approached the line of tables and, without speaking, invited us to copy a simple hand gesture: up, down, grasp, release. Several couples imitated her. Patricia did too; I followed late on purpose, just to hear her laugh at me.

“Look at you,” she murmured through barely parted lips. “Diligent, but delayed.”

“I was watching you.”

“Rookie mistake,” she whispered. “You watch from the corner of your eye. That way you enjoy it more.”

The music changed again: smaller drums entered, almost like rapid heartbeats, and a seed-filled percussion that sounded like rain. The dancers formed two lines facing the sea; the leader gave a signal and they all advanced together until the water lapped at their ankles. The foam swirled around their feet, and when they retreated, their footprints remained as part of the choreography's design.

The climax arrived without fanfare. There were no great fires or high notes, just a contained crescendo: faster breathing, shorter steps, caresses that found each other and pulled away, an arm encircling a waist and stopping just before it closed. That edge. That border turned into spectacle. I felt Patricia shift closer in her chair; the skirt of her dress brushed my knee.

“You know what I like about all this?” she said quietly, her voice almost distant. “That everything seems about to happen… and it doesn't. That's what makes it irresistible.”

“Like you,” I replied.

She didn't respond; she just smiled, eyes on the stage, and I knew my aim had been perfect.

For the closing, the flute returned with a clean melody. The leader raised the maraca again and the drums fell silent. The dancers stood motionless, breathing, like statues with living chests. Then, one by one, they bowed to the audience—not like actors asking for applause, but like people sharing a secret and returning it to the sea. We applauded with gusto. The night, for a moment, seemed both darker and brighter at once.

The waiter appeared without a sound, took our order for a second round of drinks, and said in a hushed voice, as if afraid to break the spell:

“Every night they change a detail. They say the sea is never the same, and neither is the dance.”

“You can tell,” Patricia said, her gaze still fixed on the marked sand. “Tonight they danced for us.”

He smiled and slipped away. The rumble of the ocean remained, the torches crackling, the spiral of footprints on the shore.

“And now?” Patricia asked, finally turning toward me. “Is the surprise over?”

“The part that wasn't up to me, yes.”

“Then yours begins,” she said, the glint of challenge returning to her eyes.

Her foot found me again under the tablecloth, this time more brazenly. She leaned back slightly in her chair, letting one arm drape over the backrest while placing one of her bare feet in my crotch. I admired the perfection of her pedicure.

I could barely manage to swallow. Patricia’s foot was rubbing gently against my crotch when, suddenly, we heard a nearby voice, timid but full of curiosity:

“Excuse us… you’re Spanish, right?”

Patricia and I turned our heads at the same time. In front of us stood a couple a bit older than us, with friendly expressions, dressed simply but neatly. He was dark-haired, with a couple days’ worth of stubble and a white shirt with rolled-up sleeves, holding a glass as if still unsure whether to come closer. She had chestnut hair pulled back in a high ponytail and wore a blue sundress, smiling easily, her voice revealing that northern accent that was instantly recognizable.

“Yes, we are,” I answered, leaning slightly toward the table to hide Patricia’s foot. “And you?”

“Us too. From Bilbao,” he responded, stepping forward half a pace, like someone wanting to show he came in peace. “I’m Jon, and this is Itziar.”

“Pleased to meet you,” she said, extending her hand first to Patricia and then to me.

Patricia responded with her usual elegance, that smile of hers that both drew people in and maintained an aura of mystery.

“Patricia,” she said, shaking her hand. “And he’s… well, my brand-new husband.”

I nodded, somewhat proud to hear the word “husband” from her lips.

“A pleasure,” I added. “Nice to meet you, Jon. Nice to meet you, Itziar.”

The couple hovered nearby, still standing, as if testing whether they could interrupt our intimacy. It was then that Itziar finally let out the question that seemed to have been stuck in her throat:

“Sorry to bother you, but… you’re the ones who had dinner on the boat?”

I paused for a second, surprised that they had recognized us. Patricia arched an eyebrow, amused, and answered before I could open my mouth.

“Yes, that was us. Wonderful, really.”

“How fancy!” Jon laughed. “We were on the beach, right at the shore, and we could see the boat’s lights drifting away, the music, the candles… It was impossible not to notice. It looked like something out of a movie.”

Patricia let out a light laugh, one of those born from her carefully managed vanity.

“It wasn’t a movie, but close,” she said, giving me a knowing look. “It was a surprise he planned for me.”

Itziar watched us with genuine interest, as if suddenly our presence there had become part of their trip.

“Well, we envy you,” she said, smiling. “We ended up at the hotel buffet, which wasn’t bad either, but… of course, it’s not the same.”

Jon leaned forward a bit, lowering his voice conspiratorially:

“And, if you don’t mind me saying—she…” he gestured toward Patricia respectfully, still looking at me as if asking permission, “you looked like a goddess. In that dress, sitting there. Spectacular.”

Patricia, delighted, thanked him with a warm look.

“What a nice thing to say, Jon. Though I think you’re exaggerating.”

“Not at all,” Itziar chimed in, backing up her partner’s comment. “Really, you had a special glow. And as soon as we heard you speaking, we said: ‘that has to be them.’”

I laughed, still surprised by the encounter.

“Well, you’ve found us out. And you two, how are you enjoying yourselves?”

Jon and Itziar exchanged a look before answering, like people sharing a secret.

“Good,” she responded. “Very good, really. Though we’ve realized we were missing a bit of…” she searched for the word, “magic. And look, now we run into the stars of tonight’s magic.”

Patricia glanced at me sideways and gave me a look, so, more out of courtesy than genuine interest, I invited them to sit at our table. Patricia had imperceptibly withdrawn her foot from between my legs.

“Come on, come sit with us,” I said, pointing to the empty chairs from the next table that a waiter brought over as soon as he understood the situation.

“Are you sure we’re not bothering you?” Itziar asked, still with that hint of doubt in her voice.

“Not at all,” Patricia responded kindly, though with that measured tone of hers, as if she always calculated how much of herself she wanted to reveal to others.

They settled in across from us, and for a few seconds the only sounds were the waves and the tribal music still playing on stage. Jon ordered another round of drinks for everyone, and when the waiter left, he finally asked the question that had clearly been on his mind since they approached:

“And you two… newlyweds, right?”

Patricia nodded, with a smile that seemed to shine even in the dim light of the torches.

“Yes. Practically straight from the altar,” I replied with some pride.

“It shows,” Itziar said, a touch of tenderness in her voice. “You’re both radiant.”

“And you two?” I asked, trying to break the confessional mood.

There was a moment of hesitation. Jon shrugged.

“Us… no.” He glanced at Itziar, as if looking for backup. “We’ve been living together for a few years now, but we haven’t taken the big step yet. In fact, I don’t think we ever will. We’re fine this way.”

“Though we’re not ruling it out either,” she added, rushing to fill his silence, as if she wanted to make clear that what they had was serious. “But we don’t think it’s necessary.”

Patricia rested her chin on her hand, watching them with that curious, confident air of hers.

“Well, there’s no rush. Every couple has their own rhythm, right?” she said sweetly, though her gaze held a hint of irony that only I seemed to catch.

Jon laughed, more relaxed now.

“Exactly. And in the meantime, we treat ourselves to trips like this one. Not bad at all.”

The conversation began to flow naturally. Patricia, with her innate ability to navigate any social setting, steered the conversation as if this were suddenly her table, her evening, her chosen company.

Inside, I couldn’t shake the feeling that, although they were nice and their company pleasant, she was playing a part: she smiled more than usual, asked questions that didn’t always interest her, and leaned forward every time Jon spoke, as if trying to read something beyond his words.

Jon and Itziar, meanwhile, seemed delighted. Especially Jon, who looked at Patricia as if she radiated a magnetism impossible to ignore. I watched with a mixture of pride and caution as she handled the situation with that blend of seduction and confidence that was uniquely hers.

Jon leaned a bit closer to Patricia, lowering his voice as if sharing a secret amid the noise of drums and chanting.

“In that dress… you’d think you organized the dinner, not the hotel.”

Patricia tilted her head, somewhere between grateful and playful.

“You know what it is?” she said, tracing her finger along the rim of her glass. “When a woman dresses like this… there’s no escape—someone has to notice. And I see some of you have.”

Itziar raised an eyebrow, amused.

“Or everyone,” she finished, shooting Jon a fleeting glance. He no longer knew where to look.

I cleared my throat, half joking, half serious.

“The thing is, Patricia always knows how to make everyone else fade into the background.”

She turned to me and kissed my cheek, slowly, almost theatrically.

“Don’t be jealous…” she whispered, then added more loudly, “Though I admit I do like it a little—being looked at.”

Jon let out a nervous laugh, trying to play it off.

“Well, mission accomplished. I think the whole restaurant has looked at you.” He hesitated for a moment, then finally asked, “Do you like being looked at in all situations?”

“I suppose so. I must have an exhibitionist streak.” Patricia held his gaze, intense, as if she didn’t care that I was sitting right there. “And did you look at me too?”

The silence stretched taut for a second before Itziar broke it with a light laugh.

“Oh, without a doubt—Jon notices everything, believe me! Sometimes too much.”

Patricia leaned back in her chair, crossed her legs slowly, and took a sip of her drink.

“That’s good. Someone who knows how to look… and also how to hide that he’s doing it. I barely noticed you were watching me.”

“And I still am. It’s hard not to.”

Itziar took a slow sip of her drink and, without taking her eyes off Patricia, said with a half smile:

“The truth is… I’d never wear a dress like that. Not because I wouldn’t dare, of course…” She leaned forward, letting her neckline speak for itself. “But because I’d lack that… confidence of yours. That way of walking into a place like everyone’s supposed to turn and look.”

Patricia smiled with that calm that put me on alert.

“Confidence is something you practice,” she replied. “One day you wake up, decide to wear what you like… and suddenly you discover it works.”

“Or maybe not all of us have the same way of…” Itziar paused for a second, searching for the word. “Let’s say, holding a gaze. You look like you’re challenging someone, you know?”

Patricia leaned back, amused, letting the torchlight catch the shine on her painted lips.

“And does that make you uncomfortable, or do you like it?”

Itziar let out a brief laugh, almost nervous, but didn’t look away.

“Let’s say… I like it, but it intimidates me.”

Jon raised his eyebrows, uncomfortable, trying to cut the tension.

“Well, well, I think the alcohol is playing a part here too, huh?” he joked, but his voice sounded a bit forced.

I laughed out of obligation, but my hand found Patricia's under the table, staking my claim. She stroked my fingers calmly, her eyes never leaving Itziar, as if she'd just discovered a new source of amusement.

Jon, glass still in hand, flashed a crooked smile.

“I don't know if it's the heat in here or… something else. But I get the feeling that you two…” he paused, choosing his words carefully, “give off something different. Something you can feel in the air.”

My stomach knotted. Patricia, far from backing down, tilted her head and locked her green eyes on his, as if accepting the challenge.

“Different how?” she asked, feigning innocence.

Itziar didn't wait for her boyfriend to answer.

“In the sense of… intensity,” she said, drawing out the word. “I don't know… it's like you experience everything at full throttle. Doesn't matter if you're eating, laughing, or…” she bit her lip, letting the sentence hang.

The silence that followed was thick, sticky. The tribal drums from the background show seemed to beat out a strange pulse. I shifted in my chair, trying to act natural.

“Well… I guess we're just enjoying the honeymoon. You know how it is—everything feels amplified.”

But no one was listening to me. Jon was staring at Patricia with brazen interest, and the worst part was that she wasn't looking away.

“Your wife is right, Itziar,” he finally said. “Not everyone knows how to hold a gaze like that.”

Patricia smiled, slow and dangerous.

“You have to hold steady. It's not always easy to keep your eyes on something like that,” she replied.

“It must be easier with eyes like yours,” Jon said, dead serious.

The words hung there like a veiled invitation. My palms were sweating. Patricia's hand found my thigh under the table, a gesture of apparent complicity… but she did it without taking her eyes off Itziar, who leaned forward brazenly.

“I'd like to be that bold,” she whispered, just loud enough for the four of us to hear.

The atmosphere shattered in an instant. I felt the tension like an electric jolt at the base of my skull. And I realized that this dinner, which had started as a romantic surprise, had transformed into a strange game, full of insinuations I had no idea how to shut down.

Patricia was playing footsie under the table, her sandal brushing my shoe, when suddenly she stood up.

“Well…” she said with that calculated smile of hers, “we have a private villa. It's gorgeous. Pool, private garden, even dedicated staff. Why don't you come over for a nightcap?”

My stomach clenched. I shot her a look, caught off guard.

“Patricia…” I murmured, forcing a smile to cover my alarm, “I've got terrible jet lag. I'm wiped out. All I want is to crawl into bed and sleep for ten hours straight.”

Jon and Itziar exchanged a look, sizing up the situation. He spoke first, polite but with a spark he didn't bother to hide:

“No, man, get some rest. You've got enough on your plate just adjusting to the time change.”

But Patricia wasn't giving up. She took a small sip of wine, let the silence stretch, and then pressed on with a dangerous gleam in her eyes.

“Don't worry about him,” she said, stroking my arm like it was nothing. “If he's sleepy, he can go to bed. The three of us can stay up a while longer.”

I froze. It wasn't what she was saying… it was how she was saying it. That tone dripping with double meaning, that steady gaze—first on Itziar, then on Jon. The air grew heavy.

“Patricia…” I said through gritted teeth, a warning.

She turned to me and gave me that smile of hers—the innocent one, the one that pretends she hasn't done anything wrong.

“Honey, I'm just inviting them for a drink. What's wrong with that?” she asked, loud enough for the other two to hear.

The Basque couple laughed, uncomfortable but amused. Itziar was the first to react, leaning toward Patricia conspiratorially.

“I have to admit, it sounds tempting…”

And just like that, I was out of the game. Patricia had managed to pull everyone into an atmosphere she seemed to be crafting on the fly.

In the end, I couldn't help but give in to her wishes, more to avoid making a scene than out of any real desire. We walked to the villa in silence, except for Patricia's occasional comments—she seemed delighted with the idea of prolonging the night. I, on the other hand, couldn't stop wondering when exactly I'd lost control of the situation.

When I opened the door and led them inside, I heard them gasp almost in unison.

“Wow!” Jon said, eyes wide.

“This is incredible…” Itziar added, padding barefoot across the wooden deck as she gazed toward the glowing pool.

Patricia stepped forward proudly, almost as if the villa were hers. With the flourish of an actress presenting her stage, she swept out her arm:

“See? I told you. This is the closest to paradise I've ever been. It's absolutely wonderful.”

Itziar let out a nervous laugh.

“Oh my God… we're in a standard room, with a tiny terrace and two old lounge chairs. Nothing like this.”

“Dude, I've gotta hand it to you… This is how you do things right,” Jon laughed, looking around.

He turned toward me and gave me a friendly pat on the shoulder, though it struck me as condescending.

“Seriously, man. Respect. This villa, and the dinner you put together, show you've got style.”

“And money!” Itziar shouted. “These villas cost a fortune.”

I forced an awkward smile, as if I appreciated the compliment, but I wasn't enjoying any of this. I felt like the praise was going straight to Patricia, as if she had orchestrated everything to come off as the perfect hostess.

Meanwhile, sandals in hand and eyes shining, she seemed to be enjoying herself more than ever. She sat on the Balinese daybed and said in a playful voice:

“Well then, let's make some drinks and enjoy our own private paradise.”

Jon and Itziar exchanged a look and laughed. I, on the other hand, poured myself another drink out of sheer necessity.

Patricia raised her glass, reclining on the Balinese daybed as if she were on her own stage.

“To things done right…” she said, glancing sideways at me before letting her gaze drift toward Jon and Itziar.

“To that,” Itziar replied, clinking her glass against Patricia's. “Though not all of us can get our hands on a place like this.”

Patricia laughed with a knowing look.

“Well, but… you're here now. Enjoy the moment. I always say life's about trying new things, right?”

I noticed Jon's crooked smile, the look of someone who understood the hidden message perfectly.

“That sounds… dangerous,” he replied, his voice dropping.

“Or exciting,” Patricia shot back, without taking her eyes off him.

A brief silence fell, broken by Itziar's soft laugh.

“Do you always talk this directly?” she asked, amused, but with an undertone that made me uncomfortable.

Patricia tilted her head, feigning innocence.

“Only when I feel really comfortable. And right now… I'm very comfortable.”

I cleared my throat, trying to ease the tension and regain control of the situation. It was obvious the drinks were getting to Patricia, who was growing more and more uninhibited.

“Well, let's not forget we want to get up a little early tomorrow to make the most of the day.”

But Patricia didn't even look at me. She stretched out on the Balinese daybed, letting her dress slip just slightly, and said in a honeyed voice:

“Oh, honey, don't be so serious all the time. We're on our honeymoon, aren't we? Don't tell me you don't like sharing some of this happiness with nice people.”

Jon laughed, raising his eyebrows.

“Well, if you put it that way…”

“Of course,” Itziar added, moving a little closer to Patricia. “Some things are better enjoyed… in company.”

I froze. Patricia smiled, as if that double meaning didn't affect her at all, and raised her glass again:

“To company, then.”

“Especially if it's good…”

Patricia raised her glass, letting the pool light catch in the crystal.

“I love nights that start out calm… and you never know how they'll end,” she said, looking at all of us with a lopsided smile.

Jon let out an almost exaggerated laugh.

“I like that—let's toast to that!”

Itziar didn't take her eyes off Patricia.

“Some people know how to make the most of every moment… and you seem like the type who doesn't waste a single one.”

Patricia met her gaze with intensity, running her tongue over her lips before taking a sip.

“Let's just say… I've always believed life is too short to be left wanting.”

I cleared my throat, trying to shift the mood.

“Well, it's also good to rest, right? Jet lag hits hard…”

“There'll be time to rest,” Patricia interrupted, her tone almost mocking. Then she turned to Itziar. “Don't you find there are nights when your body craves something more?”

Itziar laughed softly, with that laugh that's more insinuation than humor.

“Yes… and I think this is one of those nights.”

Jon raised an eyebrow, amused, looking first at Patricia and then at me.

“Your wife is dangerous, man. Very dangerous.”

Patricia leaned forward, letting her cleavage show more than necessary.

“Not dangerous, Jon… intense. And with good taste. You two seem… like the same breed.”

I felt my jaw tighten. I no longer knew if Patricia was playing a game or if she had really crossed a line that only she understood. Oblivious to my discomfort, she fanned herself with her hand, exaggerating the gesture as if the heat were suffocating her.

“Ufff… it's too hot here. Right, Itziar?” she said, looking her up and down mischievously. “We'd be so comfortable in the water…”

Itziar arched an eyebrow, amused.

“Say no more.”

Without thinking twice, she got up from the lounge chair, lowered the straps of her dress, and slowly let the garment slide down to her feet. She was completely naked. Jon watched her, transfixed. She knew she was the center of attention. Honestly, I didn't know where to look. With a half smile, she walked to the pool and dove in headfirst.

“Come on, guys!” she shouted, emerging with her hair soaked and gleaming under the light.

Patricia laughed, stood up slowly, and after sliding the straps of her dress down, it fell at her feet, leaving her completely naked before my eyes and Jon's, who gazed at her with undisguised desire. Aware of the effect she was creating, she walked toward the water, but instead of diving in, she eased into the pool like Venus entering the sea. Her gaze met mine. It was a warning look. A signal not to ruin her night. Her night.

Jon and I stayed seated on the lounge chairs, drinks in hand. He smiled, satisfied, as if he'd been waiting for exactly this. I tried to hide my discomfort, though my eyes kept drifting toward the pool.

In the water, Patricia and Itziar began splashing each other like teenagers. Their laughter filled the air—fresh and contagious. But soon the game became something more: little pushes, lingering touches, hands that stayed a second longer than necessary on each other's waist.

“You're such a liar!” Patricia laughed, splashing Itziar with a big wave of water. “You have an incredible body, and you said you wouldn't dare wear a dress like mine…”

“I go to the gym,” she replied, approaching with feline grace and wrapping her arms around her from behind. “And I didn't say it because of my body—it was about confidence.”

They dove under together and surfaced almost embracing, their faces inches apart. Playful squeals mixed with electric glances.

Jon nudged me without taking his eyes off the two women.

“Brother… this is first-class entertainment.”

I pressed my lips together, uncomfortable, feeling the situation grow more intense by the second.

The water gleamed like silver under the torchlight. Patricia and Itziar kept playing in the water, but each laugh grew a little deeper, each glance a little more loaded.

Itziar, with her hair plastered to her wet face, swam up to Patricia and wrapped her arms around her waist. For an instant, they floated together, their bodies so close the air between them seemed to crackle.

“You're beautiful, Patricia,” Itziar murmured with a crooked smile, loud enough for Jon and me to hear. “I like you way too much. There's a real connection between us.”

Patricia didn't look away. She tilted her head, confident, provocative.

“I tend to make an impression.”

Itziar laughed—that low laugh that sounded more like a challenge than a compliment. They splashed each other again, but the game was different now: slower, more deliberate, with movements that seemed choreographed to provoke.

I felt a knot in my stomach. I watched, unwillingly, as their hands brushed each other's wet skin, as they pushed apart and came together again, as they lingered too close after each touch. The touches seemed to become caresses, the murmurs kisses.

Jon, beside me, leaned forward on the lounge chair.

“Your wife is pure fire, man…” he whispered, admiration and shameless desire mingling in his eyes.

The two women surfaced again, breathing heavily, their faces inches apart. Patricia ran a wet hand across Itziar's cheek and smiled—that smile of hers, ironic and devastating.

“I don't think the heat is the only thing rising here…”

Patricia closed her eyes for an instant, as if savoring the words.

I looked away, my heart pounding in my chest. This Patricia—uninhibited, seductive, fearless in her provocation—wasn't the woman I thought I knew. And yet, there she was, revealing herself before my eyes, radiating a confidence that left me frozen and fascinated in equal measure.

Itziar leaned toward Patricia and whispered something in her ear, so low I couldn't hear it. My wife's smile—that lopsided, dangerous smile—set off all my alarms.

Water fell in silver threads from Itziar's body as she climbed out of the pool. She crawled toward us with feline calm, still soaked, and without a word began loosening his belt and pulling off his pants. He received her as if it were the most natural thing in the world. She pulled out his cock and took him into her mouth, all at once, with an intensity that left me breathless. Jon's hands ran over his partner's back as she arched toward him.

And Patricia… Patricia didn't look away. She approached me slowly, mirroring Itziar's movements. Her eyes held a strange gleam as she watched the scene, as if she were enjoying the spectacle. As if she had orchestrated it.

That was the instant something inside me broke. I felt rage rising to my throat, suffocating me. I jumped up from the lounge chair, strode to the garden light switch, and pressed hard.

Suddenly, the villa was plunged into darkness. Only the flickering shadows of distant torches remained, and the dense silence broken only by water stirring in the pool.

“Party's over!” I shouted, my voice hard, almost unrecognizable even to myself.

The echo of my words bounced off the white walls of the villa. No one moved for a few seconds. I could feel their eyes on me: Jon's, annoyed; Itziar's, surprised… and Patricia's, steady and piercing, as if I had just shown my hand in a game where she had always held the winning cards.

The darkness still enveloped me when I felt Patricia approach. The smell of chlorine and champagne mixed with her perfume hit me full force. She leaned in close to my ear, almost brushing it with her lips.

“You're embarrassing our friends, Fernando,” she said, her anger more than palpable.

“Seriously? That's what you think after what was about to happen?”

“We're leaving!” Jon said, dead serious.

“You're such a buzzkill…” my wife whispered, with a hint of bitter laughter.

I didn't respond. I just stared at the floor, clenching my fists, waiting for Jon and Itziar to dress in silence. I heard the rustle of damp fabric against their skin, the snap of zippers, the occasional uncomfortable sigh.

Finally, they came out to the porch. I took a deep breath, regained some composure. The night air was thick and humid, and I had the feeling the storm had only just begun. Patricia leaned on Itziar, and they staggered down the path. When they reached us, they said goodbye with a kiss on the lips—obviously meant for me, since they both looked at me without the slightest shame. I was stunned to see that Patricia was still naked in front of those two strangers.

Jon was the first to speak, with a serious expression, still damp and disheveled:

“Maybe… maybe everything moved too fast. Sorry, man. It wasn't our intention.”

Itziar nodded beside him, barely looking at me, as if she wanted to disappear from the scene.

I took a deep breath before answering.

“It's okay. Well… it's not okay. But I understand. Maybe I was the one who didn't know how to gauge things. I'm sorry, really. But lines were crossed that…” my voice broke for a second, “…that I'm not ready for.”

Jon extended his hand. I hesitated for a moment, but shook it. It was a tense, brief gesture.

“Get some rest,” I added, forcing a half smile.

I watched them walk away through the shadows of the resort corridors until they disappeared into the distance. I closed the door slowly and prepared myself for what I knew would come.


	 


Patricia snatched her dress from the floor—wrinkled and damp—her movements jerky. She threw the sandals toward the bed, but they fell short. The sound of them hitting the wood echoed through the silent villa.

“You're such a fucking buzzkill,” she spat, not looking at me as she bent down clumsily to grab them.

I noticed the trembling in her hands, the way she pressed her lips together. The alcohol on her breath said it all: she was drunk.

“Excuse me?” I managed, my voice a mix of disbelief and barely contained rage.

She turned toward me, damp hair plastered to her face, eyes bright and bloodshot.

“That's right!” she raised her voice, jabbing a finger at me. “We could have had a wonderful experience—a fucking unforgettable experience, the four of us! And what do you do? You ruin it!”

I watched her, paralyzed, trying to understand just how far this version of Patricia would go.

“What the hell are you talking about, Patricia?” I said, lowering my voice, but with an edge that surprised even me. “On our second day of marriage, you want us to have a fucking orgy? That's a wonderful experience to you?”

She stumbled a couple of steps toward me, letting the dress fall to the floor again. She met my eyes defiantly, a bitter half-smile on her lips.

“I'm talking about…” she began, slurring her words, “the fact that you have no fucking clue what it means to enjoy life. Always with your fears, always with that good-boy face of yours!”

I felt my blood boil.

“And you call that enjoying life? Letting two strangers…?”

She cut me off, getting so close her finger nearly jabbed my chest.

“Yes! Exactly. Opening up. Feeling. Breaking the fucking rules. And you, as always, clipping my wings.”

I stood there speechless, jaw clenched, while she collapsed onto the Balinese daybed, her body still wet, breathing hard.

“God, what a disappointment…” she muttered through clenched teeth, roughly shoving the wet strands of hair from her eyes.

Patricia didn't even bother to get dressed or cover herself. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes red, her breathing ragged. She stumbled toward me, jabbing a finger in my direction.

“Couldn't you have just let it flow?” Her voice was equal parts plea and venom. “Just a little longer, just to see where things would go. But no… your ridiculous moral standards had to get in the way. Your damn rules… always there, screwing everything up. That obsessive need for control and perfection—that's so you.”

She paused and held my gaze, rage and desire flickering in her eyes.

“You know what?” she added, with a crooked smile. “You didn't just deprive yourself of that experience. You deprived me too. You robbed me of the chance to have something intense, something that could have marked us forever. Damn it!”

I felt something inside me break. I clenched my fists and took a deep breath before answering.

“An intense experience?” I replied, my voice low, trying not to shout. “Is that what you're looking for, Patricia? Some random couple showing up on our honeymoon and ending up in our bed?”

She narrowed her eyes, annoyed, but I didn't stop.

“You talk about moral standards like they're a prison. I'm talking about respect. Respect for you, for me, for what we just started together.” I paused, lowering my voice, pain tightening my throat. “I can't just stand there watching you give yourself to others. I'm not capable of it. And if that makes me boring to you… then yes, Patricia. I'm boring. But at least I'm honest. I'm not ready for that.”

She stared at me with a mix of anger and bewilderment, as if she hadn't expected me to stand my ground so firmly. I tried to stay calm, though inside I felt everything falling apart. I breathed in slowly, watching her sway slightly. She was disheveled, that mix of fury and arrogance that always threw me off.

“We should get some sleep,” I said, my voice flat, exhausted, as if all my strength had suddenly drained away. “Tomorrow we have the cenote excursion, and we need to leave early.”

Patricia let out a short, incredulous laugh and threw herself onto a lounge chair with theatrical flair.

“The cenote?” she repeated with contempt. “Let me make this clear: I'm not going to any fucking cenote. You didn't feel like exploring new boundaries as a couple…” she jabbed a finger at me, her irony cutting deeper than any shout, “…and I don't feel like exploring holes full of water.”

I froze. Her words echoed in my head with a harshness I hadn't expected. I felt a knot in my throat, that unbearable weight where disappointment and sadness collide. I had imagined this trip as the beginning of something great, a new and luminous chapter in our story. Instead, there I was, facing the woman who had just promised me eternal love, telling me point-blank that what I valued as commitment and respect was, for her, boredom, prison, limitation.

I leaned against the terrace railing, gazing toward the pool, dimly lit, which now looked like a cold, empty mirror. I didn't say anything right away—I was afraid rage would make me lose control. I breathed deeply, closed my eyes for a moment.

A void opened inside me. It was as if the images I had projected in my head—laughing together on the excursion, the thrill of discovering a cenote with crystal-clear waters, embracing like newlyweds—were dissolving one by one, fading until they turned to smoke.

When I turned toward her, she was still there, legs crossed, that defiant look in her eyes. And in that moment I understood that what hurt wasn't the argument itself, but the silent fear that this trip wasn't the beginning of our dream life… but the start of a fracture we might never be able to repair.

Patricia jumped up from the lounge chair, her disdain obvious. Her movements were brusque, almost clumsy, but she hurled each word with wounding precision.

“You know what you are?” she said, her eyes blazing as they fixed on me. “A fucking bore. A dull, colorless man, incapable of letting go for even a second. You had the chance to experience something unique right in front of you, something most people don't even dare to imagine… and what do you do? Turn off the lights like a scared little boy!”

The fury in her voice echoed across the terrace. She moved closer and jabbed her finger into my chest.

“It's not just that you won't take risks yourself—you stop me too!” Her voice rose a notch, harsh, dripping with reproach. “I wanted… I wanted to see how far the situation could take us. But not you. You with your ridiculous moral rules, your fear of what people will say, your obsession with keeping everything under control…”

I stood motionless, feeling her rage pierce through me. She stepped back, brought her hands to her head, and laughed—a sound mixing desperation and sarcasm.

“And now you come at me with the cenote thing!” she added, raising her voice, gesturing mockingly. “How exciting, how romantic! As if exploring a hole full of water could make up for the emotional void you have in here…” She pointed at her heart with a dramatic gesture.

Her words hit me like a punch to the gut.

“You know what?” she continued, not letting me respond. “This trip was supposed to be a celebration, the start of our married life… And all I can see is that I've tied myself to someone who prefers a tourist outing to experiencing something intense with me.”

She turned away, snatching up the sandals still lying by the Balinese bed. She put them on clumsily, without looking, huffing in frustration.

“I don't know if I married you for this,” she murmured, quieter now, but loud enough to cut straight to my soul.

I felt my hands trembling. For an instant I thought about shouting at her, throwing back everything she was hurling at me… but nothing came out. I stood there, jaw clenched, swallowing hard.

She glanced at me sideways, defiant, waiting for my reaction.

That night I didn't sleep with her.


	 


The morning sun filtered through the treetops as we left the dirt path behind. There was something in the air, an unexpected freshness that contrasted with the humid heat of the jungle. But my head was light-years away. Images from the night before kept flooding back, along with Patricia’s rage. When the alarm went off, I looked at her in bed. She was dead to the world, passed out from the mix of wine, champagne, tequila, and gin we’d drunk in abundance. I didn’t even consider waking her.

I left her a note saying I was leaving. I read it a couple of times, and since it seemed too cold, I added an “I love you” and a “sorry about last night.”

The guide smiled and pointed: there was the cenote. It opened before us like a luminous wound in the earth. From above, it looked like an eye of dark blue water, surrounded by limestone walls covered with roots and ferns. The wind carried a constant murmur: the dripping of water sliding down the walls until it vanished into the depths.

They explained that cenotes were natural formations, cavities created thousands of years ago when the roofs of underground caves collapsed, exposing hidden rivers. The Maya considered them portals to the sacred underworld, places of offerings and contact with the divine. As I listened to that explanation, I understood I wasn’t standing before a simple natural pool, but before a living temple.

Did I really feel sorry about what happened last night? I wasn’t sure. Probably what bothered me wasn’t my reaction, but discovering things about Patricia I’d never known. The guide’s words barely registered as a distant murmur.

We descended a damp stone staircase, each step thick with moss and mystery. The air grew cooler, denser, as if the cenote were breathing. When we reached the wooden platform, I leaned down to touch the water: crystalline, almost transparent, and yet infinite in its darkness. The echo of our voices bounced off the rock walls, reminding us we were inside the earth itself.

I dove into the water. My body shuddered at the pure cold, a cold that didn’t belong to the burning Caribbean but to something far more ancient. I swam slowly, floating beneath stalactites that hung like petrified teeth. Sunlight filtered in golden beams that pierced the surface, illuminating tiny fish darting past like silver flashes.

We all swam together toward the center, where the echo grew even deeper. There, in the middle of the circle of stone and roots, time stopped. It was like floating in a dream.

I closed my eyes and listened: drops falling, bat wings high above, my heart beating in rhythm with my breathing. The cenote absorbed us, transformed us. I understood then why the ancients considered it a threshold: there was something in that stillness, in that contact with the earth’s most intimate depths, that invited you to cross an invisible boundary between the human and the eternal.

When we finally emerged from the water and sat on the shore, rays of sunlight descended along the rock walls like golden threads. The cenote seemed to bid us farewell with one last caress of light.

When we returned to the surface, the heat and bustle of the world came rushing back, but inside me, one thought kept circling: the night before, something had broken between us.

When I arrived at the villa, I discovered Patricia wasn’t there. There was no trace of my note, and she hadn’t left any message for me. After taking a shower, as I was drying off, I heard the entrance door close with a sharp thud. Patricia came in and let her purse drop onto the table by the door. She walked slowly toward the bedroom without looking at me. I sat on the edge of the bed, my hair still damp, and waited in silence.

She stopped in front of me, crossed her arms, and sighed, as if the words weighed on her.

“Do you realize what we’re doing?” she said, her voice tense but not shouting. “We’re in the middle of our honeymoon, and instead of enjoying our marriage, we spend our time at each other’s throats.”

I lowered my gaze for a moment, trying not to get defensive.

“Things got out of hand,” I responded calmly, though inside I was boiling. “It wasn’t what I expected, or what I wanted to happen.”

Patricia shook her head, pressing her lips together.

“Yesterday we made fools of ourselves,” she said, her gaze still distant, a hint of shame in her expression.

“Are you ashamed?” I asked.

She smiled and shook her head, looking away toward the window.

“Honestly? No.” She lifted her gaze, her intense eyes locking onto mine, though this time without defiance. Only firmness.

“It was excessive. It got out of hand.”

“Excessive? For whom? For you? Or for both of us? Because honestly, I saw it as an opportunity… an experience we’d always remember.”

“An experience?” I asked, incredulous. “Is that what you want? For your memory of our honeymoon to be with another couple in our bed?”

Patricia bit her lip, weighing each word she was about to say. Then she raised her chin, defiant.

“What I want is to live our marriage to the fullest. What happened yesterday was an opportunity to do something different. Nothing was planned—it was all natural. We could have had an exciting experience. You just had to let yourself go. You talk about the honeymoon like it’s some sacred ritual. It’s not, Fernando. There’s no rulebook for a honeymoon. No boxes to check. It’s the joyful, carefree beginning of a life together. We’ll have plenty of time to face the harsh reality.”

I felt a knot in my stomach, rage and sadness twisting together inside me.

“All I want is for this honeymoon to be ours. Just ours. Is that so hard to understand?”

Patricia held my gaze for a few seconds, her eyes shining with exhaustion. Finally, she sighed again and sank into a chair, defeated.

“Maybe we’re not looking for the same thing,” she said quietly, almost to herself.

The silence grew thick between us, heavy with unspoken reproaches.

Patricia sat silent for a few seconds, hunched in the chair, elbows on her knees, hands covering part of her face. She was breathing hard, as if holding back tears. I watched her, feeling something inside me break: it wasn’t the first time we’d argued, but it was the first time in our newlywed life, and that made it different, more painful.

I stood up slowly and moved to her side. I leaned down and put a hand on her shoulder. I felt her tense at first, but she didn’t pull away.

“Patricia…” I said softly. “I don’t want us to keep going like this. We didn’t come to Mexico to fight. I’ve dreamed about this trip with you for so long—I don’t want to ruin it.”

She turned her face slightly, just enough for me to see her eyes shining, full of wounded pride.

“I dreamed about it too,” she whispered. “And that’s why it hurts so much. Because I feel like we’re failing, like we don’t understand each other.”

I crouched down to her level and gently stroked her cheek.

“Maybe it’s normal for us to struggle. We come from different worlds, with different ways of living. But what we have is stronger than that.” I swallowed, searching for the words. “I don’t need wild experiences to remember this honeymoon. The only thing I want to remember… is you.”

She closed her eyes for a moment, as if my words had broken through the walls she’d put up. She fidgeted nervously with her fingers. Then she sighed and took my hand gently. I was still on the edge of the bed, watching her, trying not to rush. This time there were no shouts or accusations, just a weariness that hung over us both.

“Look,” Patricia began, lifting her gaze with a calmer expression, “maybe last night wasn’t the best way… it got out of hand. But what I was trying to tell you is that there are experiences that could bring us together, not pull us apart.”

“Bring us together?” I asked softly, with a hint of disbelief.

“Yes,” she answered firmly. “I’m not talking about doing crazy things with just anyone. I’m talking about exploring together. About trying things that shake us out of routine before it even sets in. Last night… yes, Jon and Itziar were direct, even too direct. But what if we’d experienced it differently? Slower, more controlled?”

I stayed silent, trying to process her words. Patricia continued:

“Think about this: we’re young, we just got married. Everyone says passion fades over the years. I don’t want that to happen to us. I want the spark to stay alive forever. And sometimes… to keep it burning, you have to dare to cross certain lines.”

I took a deep breath before responding:

“I understand what you’re saying, I really do. But my fear is different.” I leaned toward her, searching for her eyes. “What if one of us ends up enjoying it more than the other? Or what if something comes up that hurts us, even unintentionally? The risk isn’t small, Patricia. We’re not talking about trying a new restaurant or picking up a new sport. We’re talking about letting other people into what’s ours.”

She nodded slowly, acknowledging the weight of my words.

“I know,” she whispered. “And you’re right, it’s not a game without consequences. But I also think there are ways to do it without getting hurt. By talking a lot, setting clear rules. I’m not saying we should hook up with half the hotel tomorrow. Just… open the door to the possibility.”

“An open relationship?” I said, the words feeling strange on my tongue, wary.

Patricia tilted her head.

“It’s not that. More like… shared experiences, chosen by both of us. If we don’t see it clearly, we don’t do it. If one of us doesn’t want to, we don’t do it. But at least talk about it, consider it.”

I ran a hand through my hair, thoughtful.

“The pros would be novelty, excitement… even the trust that comes from talking about everything without taboos. But the cons… Patricia, the cons are enormous. Jealousy, insecurities, the possibility of losing what we have.”

She leaned forward, putting her hand on mine.

“And don’t you think the biggest risk is falling into routine, into boredom? I want us to be a couple that talks about everything, that isn’t afraid to explore. If afterward we decide no, that it’s better just the two of us, perfect. But at least we’ll have thought about it together.”

Her voice sounded calmer now, more sincere than the night before. This wasn’t the defiant or drunk Patricia from last night; this was the woman I’d married, passionate and direct, but now trying to build a bridge.

“I promise I’m not going to impose anything on you,” she added. “I just want us to know there are more possibilities out there than what we’ve always been told.”

I looked into her eyes, and for the first time since what happened, I saw vulnerability in her expression.

“Okay,” I finally said. “Let’s talk about it. Without rushing, without forcing ourselves. But let’s talk. The only thing I don’t want is to lose you along the way.”

She barely smiled, squeezing my hand.

“Never,” she whispered. “Even if we argue, even if we think differently… I also want what’s ours to be just ours. I just sometimes imagine more colors on the canvas.”

Patricia leaned back, letting out a long sigh, as if she were finally letting go of what had been eating at her.

“What pissed me off most about last night,” she said, looking at me with a mix of reproach and frankness, “is that it wasn’t planned. It wasn’t something dirty or improvised in some random place. It was perfect. Look where we were: an idyllic setting, the villa all lit up, the pool shimmering under the lights, the drinks, us looking gorgeous, dressed to the nines, with that warm buzz of alcohol in our veins… And right then this couple shows up who were clearly interested. It was like everything had aligned to hand us that opportunity.”

I watched her, surprised by the passion in her voice.

“And that’s what you wanted?” I asked cautiously.

“It’s not that I wanted it as something planned,” she corrected me, bringing a hand to her chest. “But I felt it. I felt the universe placing this unique situation right in front of us. And the worst part is it didn’t scare me. On the contrary, the idea of experiencing it with you, of daring to go off-script, excited me. But you turned off the lights and sent it all to hell in a second.”

“Patricia…” I began, trying to choose my words carefully.

She didn’t let me finish.

“You don’t understand, do you? It’s not that I wanted to lose myself with them. No. It’s that the idea of doing it together, of seeing how far we could go as a couple, felt like a trial by fire. And it pissed me off that you didn’t trust we could handle it.”

I swallowed hard. That confession had a sharp edge.

“It’s not a lack of trust in you,” I finally replied, my tone firmer. “It’s fear of losing what we have, what we’re starting to build. Fear that one night’s curiosity could ruin everything. You talk about perfection, but for me, what was perfect last night was being with you, without anyone else. We already had all that: the villa, the wine, the elegance, the luxury. Why did we need to add them?”

She held my gaze, intense, almost defiant, but without the hardness of the night before.

“Because they were the trigger,” she explained slowly, as if she wanted me to absorb every word. “The missing piece to turn that spark into a flame. Didn’t you feel it? Not even a little? Not even when you saw how they looked at me, how they wanted us both?”

I stayed quiet. I didn’t want to admit it, but there was some truth in her words. Of course I’d felt it, though it left me more uncomfortable than excited.

“Yes, I felt it,” I confessed, lowering my voice. “But that’s exactly why it scared me. Because I don’t know how far we could have gone. And I don’t know if I’m ready to find out like that—suddenly, without a safety net.”

Patricia took a deep breath, and her expression softened a bit.

“And that’s the difference between you and me,” she said, caressing my hand with her fingers, almost tenderly. “I saw it as a wave we could ride together, and you saw it as a risk of drowning.”

“Maybe,” I responded with a hint of a bitter smile. “But people who dive in without looking also end up crashing into the rocks.”

She laughed softly, tilting her head.

“You’re so sensible… and so boring at the same time.” Then, more seriously: “Look, I’m not saying we have to repeat something like that tomorrow. But at least promise me you won’t just shut down. That if life puts us in a similar situation again, you’ll think twice before turning off the lights.”

I kept looking at her, seeing in her eyes that mix of desire and fear, of yearning for freedom and the need to keep me close as her partner.

“I promise to think about it,” I finally said, sincerely.

Patricia smiled with that smile of hers—lopsided, a bit ironic, a bit sweet. She got up and settled onto my lap, hugging me tightly.

“And now, you boring bastard, make me a drink,” she said, kissing me deeply.

Following her instructions, I made the drinks and we went out to the terrace. She reached out, grabbed my shirt, and pulled me toward her with one decisive motion. She slipped her tongue into my mouth. Her hand traced the contour of my muscles and traveled up to my shoulder beneath my shirt. I felt her warmth. I was nervous about how close we’d come to screwing everything up before we even started. I was dazed but also hyper-alert, every nerve ending on edge. I grabbed her hips and pulled her close so she’d feel how hard I was, caressing her ass, feeling the soft flesh through the smooth fabric of her summer dress. She lifted her face toward me, and I felt the warmth of her breath. My nose brushed against hers. Patricia seemed to be waiting for me to close the distance, which I did. The touch of her tongue against mine. Her fingers climbing the back of my neck, a shiver... I held her tight and began lifting her dress from behind.

Then she pressed her hand against the front of my pants, squeezing gently, and an instant later began tugging at my belt to unbuckle it. She pulled back slightly and, using both hands, unbuttoned my pants and pulled down my zipper. As I reached for her lips again, my pants fell to my feet and she slipped her hand into my underwear.

Patricia smiled. She stroked my cock slowly.

“God…” I whispered, feeling the silky touch of her hands. Our lips kept touching, but they weren’t kissing—just brushing.

“Do you want to fuck me?” she asked.

“Yes...” he answered. His heart was pounding. “Yes, I want to fuck you.”

“So what are you waiting for?”

I finished taking off my clothes. Then I lifted her dress above her waist, found the edge of her panties and pulled them down to her thighs, her knees, all the way to her ankles. I could make out the pale roundness of her ass. I slipped my fingers between her legs, felt the wetness of her pussy, the slick folds, and quickly positioned my cock there, pressed forward, and thrust into her—she let out a little cry—and for a few seconds I fucked her wildly. My groin slammed against Patricia’s ass and the back of her thighs. Suddenly, she threw an arm back and said:

“Hey, easy tiger, slow down, slow down.”

My pride was wounded. I wanted to show her I wasn’t boring or soft in bed, so I started spanking her hard.

“You’re hurting me!” she said, surprised by how hard I was spanking her.

I said nothing. Every part of me was focused on proving I could be as good a lover as anyone, that it wasn’t about ability, but about what I saw as crossing a line.

She closed her eyes.

“That’s it,” she whispered. Her voice had taken on an ethereal tone. “That’s it. That’s it...”

And for an unmeasured stretch of time, our bodies remained firmly joined, until I felt an intense orgasm building unstoppably and, pulling out of her, I turned her around without hesitation. For a few seconds I sensed doubt in her gaze. I had none. With precise movements, I came on her face. She closed her eyes but didn’t pull away. For an instant I felt powerful, the one who comes wherever he wants without asking.

We stayed in that position for a few seconds. Our breathing gradually synchronized and slowed.

“What happened to you?” she finally murmured.

I sat up and leaned against the wall, looking at her in silence. What had happened the night before, and the fight that followed, had hurt me. It had hurt my male ego, but also my trust in my wife. The fleeting feeling of power from coming on her face was giving way to doubt and fear I couldn’t shake. She moved away a bit and pulled down her dress. Then she reached out and touched the spot on the bed where we had been.

“Wow,” she said, with a half smile. “Housekeeping is going to have to change the sheets.” The light faintly illuminated her head and shoulders. She gave me a knowing smile, without wiping her face.


	 


The day after the fight we'd had following our night with Jon and Itziar felt different from the start. I could sense the honeymoon slipping through my fingers, and I decided I couldn't let that happen. I wanted to salvage what had gone wrong, to piece back together our brand-new dream.

That's why I threw myself into organizing excursions, planning outings that would take us away from any temptation or shadow of the previous night. The first stop was another cenote. There were several near the hotel, and I chose a different one from my first trip. This one was also hidden deep in the jungle. We descended wooden stairs that creaked with each step until the crystal-clear water appeared before us like a deep blue mirror.

Patricia paused for a few seconds to take it in, with that mixture of irony and wonder so typical of her.

“It's incredible…” she said softly, and for an instant I saw her give in to the natural beauty, without any masks.

I coaxed her to jump in with me, and she did, laughing. There, in the middle of that silence broken only by drops falling from the stalactites, I caught a glimpse of the old Patricia: playful, radiant, with no need for double meanings. We swam, dove holding hands, and I felt the crack from the first night starting to close.

Then came the Mayan ruins. We walked under the scorching sun among temples that seemed to whisper stories of power and sacrifice, with all the weight of history before our eyes. Patricia complained about the heat and the insects, but her curiosity never wavered: she asked questions, showed interest, took photos with unexpected enthusiasm. At times, she hugged me from behind, as if to remind me that she wanted to enjoy this trip too.

Back in Playa del Carmen, on the beach at sunset, the scene looked like something out of a painting: the sky painted in oranges and violets, the fine sand under our feet, the gentle waves kissing the shore. Patricia stretched out on a towel and looked at me with a serene, almost childlike smile—a far cry from her usual sophistication and coldness.

“Now this is a honeymoon,” she murmured, as if acknowledging that we'd finally managed to get past the rough patch.

And in that moment, watching the wind play with her damp hair and her eyes drift toward the horizon, I felt there was still a way forward for us. That even though the first night had left wounds, maybe I could mend what had been broken.

After that sunset on the beach, with sand still clinging to our ankles and the murmur of the sea drifting between us, Patricia got up from the towel and, without quite looking at me, said in a light, almost playful tone:

“So… what are we doing tonight? Because I'm not going to bed early again.”

She said it with a laugh, but her gaze had an edge to it. I caught the hint—that shadow still lingering between us since the first night. I didn't want the ghost of what had happened haunting us the whole trip, so I answered casually:

“We could have dinner at the hotel and then take a walk. I saw there's a bar on the beach with live music.”

“Live music…” she repeated, as if savoring the idea. “Okay, sounds better than silence.”

That night we got dressed up like we were going on a date. She came out in a light red dress that fell like silk over her sun-tanned skin, and I couldn't help staring at her. Patricia noticed and leaned in to whisper:

“Let's see if you don't go soft on me tonight.”

“Then promise me you won't make me explode…”

She smiled without responding.

The beach bar was lit with torches and lanterns hanging among the palm trees. A band was playing traditional Mexican music with a modern twist, and the breeze carried the smell of the sea to the tables. We sat near the shore, the sound of the waves accompanying each chord.

Patricia ordered a mojito; I ordered a beer. We toasted, and for a moment everything felt easy. We laughed at the band's jokes, danced clumsily on the sand, and she, barefoot, spun with her arms raised as if celebrating something invisible. I watched her and kept telling myself this was the trip I'd dreamed of.

But even amid the music and laughter, I noticed small cracks. Her gaze sometimes wandered to other tables, watching people, couples, as if looking for something—stimulation, maybe, or comparisons. At one point, while sipping her mojito, she said:

“Have you noticed how people here let loose more than in Spain? It's like anything goes…”

“It's the atmosphere, being on vacation…” I said.

“Or maybe they're just not afraid to go after what they want.”

The words hung between us. I smiled cautiously and chose not to give her an opening to continue. I offered her my hand to dance again, and she took it. We danced closer, our feet sinking into the sand, and for an instant we recovered that physical connection, that warmth that had been on hold.

When we got back to the villa, the echo of the music still followed us. Patricia kicked off her heels at the entrance and flopped onto the bed, laughing. She looked at me with eyes bright from alcohol and emotion and said:

“See? This is starting to look like a real honeymoon.”

Before we knew it, the dreaded last night had arrived. It's not easy to sum up so many days and nights of luxury, glamour, and passion, and as the end approached, our spirits started to flag.

As a final touch to our wonderful stay in Mexico, we decided to go to a dinner show. We were in the mood for something less folkloric and more modern. Patricia wanted to dance and drink. She'd made that very clear.

Patricia had taken longer than usual to get ready that night, and the wait had been worth it—or maybe dizzying was more like it, I thought, watching her emerge from the dressing room. She wore a black chiffon dress with sheer panels in all the right places, hinting at more than they hid. The plunging neckline dipped into a dangerous V that immediately drew every eye, and her back was almost completely bare, crossed only by a pair of delicate straps that seemed more decorative than functional.

Her sky-high heels were a deep red that contrasted sharply with the black of the dress, and as she walked they seemed to set their own rhythm, making her hips sway with a hypnotic cadence. She'd pulled part of her hair into a low bun, leaving a few loose strands to fall over her shoulders, softening the bombshell effect with a touch of calculated carelessness.

Her makeup, as always, walked the line between elegance and provocation: deep red lips, eyes lined with feline precision, and a light golden shadow that caught the light every time she turned her head.

When she caught me staring, she smiled that smile of hers—confident, self-assured—and tilted her head.

“Too much?” she asked, her voice dripping with irony, as she turned to show me her back and let the fabric cling to her figure like a second skin.

I swallowed hard, knowing the question didn't need an answer, but still murmured:

“It never is with you.”

Patricia approached slowly, with that walk of hers that seemed designed to test my patience. The dress parted with each step, offering glimpses of her bronzed thighs. When she reached me, she rested a hand lightly on my chest and looked at me with a mix of tenderness and mischief.

“Tonight I want to have fun,” she told me, almost whispering. “I want to drink, I want to dance… and I don't want you being your usual boring self to clip my wings. Will you let me?”

I laughed nervously, trying to sound firm, though she knew she had me.

“All right,” I said. “But on one condition: don't go overboard.”

She arched an eyebrow and flashed me that mischievous smile that always disarmed me.

“Don't go overboard?” she repeated, as if the idea amused her. “Honey, if I behave… the night will be fun. But if I misbehave… it could be unforgettable.”

She leaned toward my ear, letting the scent of her skin wash over me, and added in a low voice:

“If you let me fly tonight, I promise you a wild night when we get back to the villa. The kind you never forget.”

I stayed silent for a few seconds, torn between caution and desire. She pulled away with a wink, like someone who knows they've already won before the game even starts.

The arrival was a spectacle in itself. The taxi dropped us off in front of a building bathed in warm-colored lights that washed over the colonial facade, making it look like a postcard from another era. From the street, you could already hear the music drifting out: soft drums mixed with trumpets, a rhythm that seemed to float on the humid tropical air.

Patricia got out first, stepping confidently, her dress gleaming under the spotlights. The suggestive neckline and sheer panels seemed made for this place and this night. Eyes followed her as we crossed the entrance, and I couldn't help feeling that uncomfortable mix of pride—wanting to show her off—and fear that others might want her too much.

A uniformed waiter led us inside. The space was expansive, with high ceilings and crystal chandeliers that caught the light from the stage. Small round tables surrounded a central dance floor, dimly lit by artificial torches designed to look like real flames. The air smelled of rum, expensive perfume, and aromatic candle smoke.

They seated us near the stage at a low table with an ivory linen tablecloth. Almost immediately, trays appeared bearing canapés: small bites of lobster ceviche, avocado tartlets with caviar, spiced chicken skewers, and crispy plantain with melted cheese. Everything was served on fine china, accompanied by champagne flutes and several fine wines that sparkled in the venue's light.

Patricia took the first glass and raised it toward me with a playful look.

“To us,” she said with that dangerous smile, before taking a long sip and leaving a trace of lipstick on the rim.

I raised my glass too, more restrained, and bit into one of the canapés while scanning the room. She, on the other hand, moved with the confidence of someone who already knew she'd be the star of the night.

As the music swelled and the waiters kept bringing trays, Patricia leaned toward me, letting her neckline become more of a statement than a suggestion.

“See?” she said, brushing my hand with hers. “This place is begging us to let loose. Promise me you won't kill my vibe this time.”

“Jesus, Patri. That's the third time you've said that. You're starting to worry me.” I said it with a laugh, but there was a stab of nervousness that kept me on edge.

“Do I need to remind you of my promise?” she whispered in my ear, giving my earlobe a gentle bite. “Don't forget… it could be unforgettable…”

The murmur of conversations gradually faded as the lights dimmed, plunging us into expectant darkness. A spotlight blazed on stage and, as if someone had thrown open the doors to the most exuberant Caribbean, an explosion of music burst forth: vibrant drums, brilliant brass, guitars that seemed to laugh.

The curtain opened and two showgirls appeared. Tall, draped in costumes covered with sequins that reflected the light like a shimmering sea. They wore towering feathered headdresses in green and turquoise that swayed to the rhythm of their steps. Their bodies gleamed with sweat and makeup, and every hip turn, every smile directed at the audience, was a shameless invitation to be swept away by the spectacle.

Patricia’s eyes lit up. She applauded and gently pinched my leg under the table.

“Did you see that? What a show!” she said, taking a delicate sip of champagne without missing a thing happening on stage. Then she ran her tongue over her lower lip—a gesture that was so her, so provocative.

A waiter approached silently and set two vibrant cocktails on the table: one a deep red, with a salted rim and a wedge of lime; the other electric green, served in a wide glass with a little umbrella that felt like a kitsch nod to the tropical vibe.

“Now this is living,” Patricia said, grabbing the green one without asking and taking a sip that left her lips glistening.

I tried the red one—strong and sweet all at once—while on stage the showgirls spun in sync, their skirts fanning out in sequined arcs that revealed tantalizing glimpses beneath. Their bare breasts stood proudly on display, nipples dusted with glitter that did nothing to hide them. A group of male dancers surrounded them, their oiled torsos gleaming under the spotlights. It was all choreographed sensuality, a game where excess was perfectly calibrated to fascinate and seduce.

Patricia leaned toward me, using the noise of the music as an excuse to bring her mouth to my ear:

“Look at them closely…” she whispered. “They’re enjoying themselves—can you tell? That’s what I want tonight… to enjoy myself without thinking too much.”

I turned my head and met her sparkling gaze, half mischievous, half defiant, as I raised my red cocktail toward the lights spinning over the stage before taking a sip.

The show continued: more girls appeared on stage, this time in silver costumes and transparent capes that rippled like butterfly wings; then a shower of golden confetti rained down on the front rows, drawing laughter and applause. The live orchestra drove the energy to near-electric levels, and the air was thick with rum, sweat, and expensive perfume.

Patricia kept sipping her drink with that provocative slowness that turned every gesture into a challenge. She caressed my knee under the tablecloth, smiling, completely absorbed in the atmosphere.

“I admit you were right to bring me here,” she told me at one point, lifting her chin with a smile. “It’s the perfect ending to a wonderful trip.”

The orchestra shifted rhythm: a Cuban son, lively and bold. The showgirls descended from the stage in a whirl of sequins and feathers, searching the tables for someone to drag into the party. The audience screamed and applauded, some leaping from their seats—it was impossible to escape that energy.

I barely had time to react when one of them—tall, with a body that seemed sculpted for temptation—approached our table directly. Patricia was already laughing, sensing what was about to happen.

The showgirl grabbed my arm, pulled me up, and forced me halfway to my feet. With one fluid movement, she sat on my lap facing the audience, still singing in that deep, sensual voice. Her perfume enveloped me—sweet, strong, almost cloying. And suddenly, as part of the act, she turned toward me and rubbed her breasts against my face as if I were just another prop in the show.

The audience roared. Patricia, instead of being offended, let out a laugh so loud it drew looks from several tables.

“Oh my God, honey!” she shouted over the music, tears of laughter in her eyes. “You look like a saint being tempted by the sirens themselves!”

The showgirl passed me the microphone and, without giving me a choice, started singing along with me. Not wanting to look like a stick in the mud, I improvised a couple of lines—off-key but confident. The room exploded in applause and whistles.

Patricia couldn’t stop laughing, delighting like a mischievous child at the sight of her husband exposed in the middle of all that excess.

The showgirl, satisfied, planted a loud kiss on my cheek, ruffled my hair with a playful pat, and leaped back onto the stage in a swirl of feathers. I settled silently into my chair, recovering my composure with a long sip of my cocktail.

“You’re quite a show,” Patricia told me, leaning in, her eyes still wet from laughing. “You were incredible! Did you see how everyone was looking at you?”

“I saw, yes,” I replied seriously, trying to sound convincing. “But the only look that matters to me is yours.”

She took my face in her hands and planted a passionate kiss on me, tasting of alcohol and laughter.

The music surged. Trumpets, bongos, and a bass that made the floor vibrate. Patricia, still laughing from the scene with the showgirl, suddenly stood up. Her sheer dress shimmered under the lights, and her hair tumbled like a storm over her shoulders.

“I want to party too!” she told me, tousling her hair seductively.

Some diners watched her with knowing looks, others with envy. Patricia wasn’t intimidated. She took two steps toward the improvised dance floor in front of the stage and began to move with a mix of sensuality and shamelessness that left several people speechless. A few couples joined her brazen dance.

She turned toward me, arms raised, inviting me to join her. But I didn’t move. I smiled, fascinated yet feeling that familiar pang of unease she always stirred in me when she crossed the line.

Patricia, far from being uncomfortable, doubled down: she let herself go completely. She moved her hips with a precise, hypnotic rhythm, letting the sheer fabric of her dress do the rest. A group of tourists began cheering her on with whistles and applause.

Amused, she approached the table, brushed my shoulder with her fingertips, and leaned toward my ear.

“You know what I'm thinking right now?” she whispered, her voice heavy with alcohol and desire. “That if you behave yourself tonight… I'm going to become your very own private showgirl.”

She pulled away before I could respond and headed back to the center of the floor, requesting another song. The singer gave her a knowing smile and the band launched into an upbeat bolero. Patricia danced alone, with a freedom so captivating that everyone was watching her.

I took another sip, aware that I couldn't take my eyes off her. She was my wife, we'd just gotten married, and yet she seemed like a mystery on fire, unreachable, capable of setting the entire room ablaze with a single movement.

When the song ended, Patricia returned to the table, panting, her eyes bright. She dropped into the chair, downed what was left in her glass, and smiled at me like someone keeping a secret.

“So?” she asked, her tone provocative. “Are you going to reward me for my performance… or would you rather keep up that English gentleman composure?”

“You definitely deserve a reward. Watch them offer you a spot as a showgirl in the act…”

We both laughed knowingly. The music kept pounding, but suddenly, through the smoke and the flash of colored lights, I saw them. Jon and Itziar were at a side table, half-hidden behind a group of German or English tourists. He was wearing his usual white shirt, half-unbuttoned, and she had on a short, low-cut dress that left little to the imagination, both of them laughing loudly while they sipped something through colored straws.

A mixture of surprise and tension ran through my body. Patricia was still catching her breath, still buzzing from her impromptu show on the dance floor. I leaned toward her and lowered my voice.

“Look who's over there.” I gestured discreetly, subtle enough that no one else would notice. “Ring a bell?”

Patricia turned her head, and as soon as she saw them, her lips curved into an ironic smile.

“Well, well…” she murmured, a mischievous gleam in her eyes. “Fate's a joker, don't you think?”

I ordered another drink, as if to buy time, and then made up my mind.

“Go offer to buy them a drink,” I told her, trying to sound natural, though inside a discomfort I couldn't quite hide was gnawing at me. “I don't want this to seem awkward or for them to think we're avoiding them.”

Patricia looked at me as if I'd just handed her the key to some perverse game. She licked her lower lip, picked up her glass, and stood up slowly, exaggerating every sway of her hips.

“Invite them to join us.”

To my surprise, she sat back down, shaking her head.

“No, Fer. No… really. I don't think it's a good idea.”

“Patri, I'm serious. Besides, I think I owe them an apology. Don't worry. I'm sure. I want to do this.”

“Fer, we started this trip on the wrong foot, and we're ending it great. Let's not ruin it at the last minute. That would be a shame.”

I said nothing, kissed her, and caressed her neck. Part of me refused to take that ridiculous step. Maybe I was tempting fate. I knew what alcohol and partying did to Patricia—I'd already seen it the other night. But I was tipsy too, and seeing Itziar excited me.

“Do you really want to ask them to join us…?” She looked at me strangely, her expression incredulous. “You want that? Seriously…? After what happened the other night…”

“I insist…” I said, taking her hand.

Jon and Itziar were watching us from their table. From that distance, they couldn't hear us, but I think they knew what we were talking about.

“I don't feel like it. Have you lost your mind?”

“If you won't go, I will. It's up to you…” I insisted again, still holding her hand.

She stared at me through slightly narrowed eyes, trying to gauge whether this was a genuine proposal or some kind of test. She glanced back at the Basque couple, who were now focused on the show.

“Then I'll go.” I kissed her softly on the lips.

“Why are you doing this? Are you trying to test me? This better not be some damn trap so you can throw it all in my face later. Right?” Her eyes no longer showed doubt or insecurity—they were once again the cold eyes of the usual Patricia.

“Don't be so suspicious. I would never set a trap for you like that. I think you were partly right the other night. Among other things, I think maybe it's time. Surrounded by beauty, by luxury. Tomorrow we catch a plane and go back to our routines, and I think if it doesn't happen today, it never will. Deep down, you want this, and I think… I do too.”

“It's not that simple. The other night it happened naturally. Today is different. They might not even want to. You were pretty rude the other day…”

“All the more reason. I'll apologize to them.”

“Go tell them, Patricia. Really…” I kissed her hand and looked at her intently. She shook her head.

“I'm sorry. I don't want to do it.”

I nodded. I stood up and started walking toward the couple, who immediately noticed I was heading their way.

“Wait, Fernando. I'll do it. What should I tell them?”

“The truth… That we're leaving tomorrow, that I don't want them to leave with a bad impression of me, and that I'd love to buy them a drink.”

“I can't believe you want to do this.”

“I'm attracted to Itziar. I'm not immune to her appeal. But I'd rather be the one to go talk to them. I was the one who ruined things the other day. Let me try to fix it. I'll be right back…”

I resumed walking toward their table. Jon watched me curiously, intrigued by the unfolding scene. He gestured to his wife, who smiled. When I was less than ten feet from them, doubts crept back in. Was this what I wanted? If something happened that night, maybe I wouldn't be able to handle it. I wasn't sure I could bear seeing Patricia in another man's arms, or another woman's...

But there was no turning back now. Jon stood up with a somewhat forced smile. Itziar didn't move, but she looked at me intently, her eyes locked on mine for several seconds, trying to read my intentions.

“Good evening, guys,” I said in a conciliatory tone. “I just wanted to… apologize for the other day. Things got out of hand and I reacted badly. It wasn't fair to you, and I ruined everything.”

Jon gestured graciously for me to sit with them.

“Explain yourself…”

“Well… The other night I was pretty rude, and I'd like to apologize. I'd be happy to buy you a drink.”

Jon held my gaze for a couple of seconds, as if weighing the sincerity of my words. Then he nodded slowly.

“I appreciate the gesture,” he responded, his voice warmer than I expected.

Itziar intertwined her fingers with Jon's, without taking her eyes off me.

“The drink here or somewhere else?” Itziar asked, resting her chin on her hand in a gesture that made her seem, if possible, even more attractive than she already was.

“Here… or at the villa. Wherever you prefer.”

“And Patricia? What does she think?” Jon asked.

“She's not sure. I suppose after my reaction the other day, she's worried it might happen again.”

“Makes sense,” Itziar said pointedly.

“I've been thinking about it. I think I can handle the situation.” I tried to be as convincing as possible, but I was struggling.

“You think?” Jon asked. “You don't just believe you can handle these things, Fernando. You have to know.”

“I'd never been in a situation like that before. It wasn't easy for me. I'm asking you to understand.”

Jon and Itziar exchanged a look. She leaned toward me seductively and said:

“Let's do this. Jon and I are going to talk it over. If we decide to join you, we'll come over to your table. Sound good?”

“Yes, of course,” I answered, a bit thrown. “We'll be waiting there… if you're interested.”

I stood up, a bit unsteady. Patricia was staring at me with that smile that mixed mischief and warning. She gave me a look. When I sat down next to her, she took a slow sip of her cocktail before asking:

“Well?” she murmured, leaning toward me.

“They said they'll talk it over, and if they both agree, they'll come to the table.”

Patricia let out a low, sarcastic laugh.

“Oh, love…” she whispered while her nails grazed the edge of my hand. “You're always so proper, and here I am dying to see the sparks fly. You know what you've done, right?” she said in a low voice, barely audible above the music. “You may have just opened Pandora's box.”

I looked at her without pulling away.

“I know. But I also know what I want: to experience everything with you. The good, the bad, what scares us and what makes us tremble. What I don't want is… if they agree to come… for things to get out of hand.”

She let out a soft laugh, resting her elbow on the table and bringing her face close to mine, so close her lips almost brushed against mine.

“Right, honey…” she whispered, tilting her head. “You and your obsession with control. Always measuring, always setting limits.”

“It's not that, Patri,” I responded calmly, though my voice sounded more tense than I expected. “I'm not clipping your wings. I'm just asking that things don't spiral out of control.”

Patricia arched her eyebrows, and her smile turned brazen.

“But that's precisely what makes it interesting—losing control,” she teased, biting the edge of her glass mischievously. “Maybe the fun is in letting yourself get swept away, in not thinking, in forgetting the rules.”

“That's exactly what scares me,” I admitted, leaning toward her so my words stayed a whisper. “Losing you.”

Patricia looked me up and down, as if committing my expression to memory. Then she caressed my cheek with her fingertips.

“Relax, love,” she said, her tone softer, almost honeyed. “If I lose myself, I'll do it with you.”

I leaned in and kissed her gently, trying to keep my composure as I watched her eyes glitter with that mix of alcohol, desire, and danger.

Patricia squeezed my thigh under the table when she saw Jon and Itziar weaving toward us through the crowd. Red light bathed the central aisle, and with the percussion music pulsing and the cocktails already loosening our tongues, the atmosphere crackled with electricity.

“They're coming this way,” I whispered, my stomach in knots.

She smiled slowly, like someone seeing a wish come true.

“Isn't this what you wanted? You're not going to back out now, are you? Relax already.” Her tone was firm, not a hint of joking. She held my gaze with that dangerous seriousness I knew so well.

I took a deep breath, trying not to let my discomfort show. The memory of the other night at the villa still burned inside me.

Jon was the first to speak when they reached our table.

“Well, it seems fate insists on bringing us together.”

Patricia tilted her head with that feline elegance of hers and replied with a half smile:

“Fate… or desire.”

Itziar laughed softly, though her eyes were fixed on Patricia, looking her up and down without shame. Patri's dress, with its sheer panels that left little to the imagination, seemed chosen precisely for that kind of attention.

“You're… stunning again,” Itziar said bluntly, sitting down next to me without taking her eyes off Patricia.

“Thank you,” Patricia responded, barely lowering her voice. “You look beautiful too.”

Jon intervened, looking at Patricia with a crooked smile:

“I'm glad we ran into each other. The other night ended a bit… abruptly, didn't it?”

Patricia held his gaze, with a gleam in her eyes that set off all my alarms.

“Sometimes abrupt endings leave you wanting more.”

I felt heat run up my neck. I tried to chime in, though it was hard to stay calm.

“It's our last night here, and we wanted to leave on a good note. The other night didn't exactly go as planned...”

Patricia cut me off gently, without looking at me, as if she were only speaking to them:

“Don't worry. Tonight everything will flow better.”

Jon and Itziar exchanged a look of obvious complicity. They didn't need to say anything more; the insinuations had already begun filling the space between us like a dense, enveloping cloud.

I shifted in my chair, nervous. Patricia noticed—she brushed her leg against mine under the tablecloth and, keeping her smile fixed on the Basques, whispered to me:

“Relax, honey… don't think so much. Let yourself go.”

And I swear I was trying. It had been a difficult decision, no doubt about it. But I sensed—or knew—that this was the inevitable outcome… and that's what truly scared me. I knew it was what Patricia wanted, even if she never said it. And I had decided to risk everything and open that door.

Jon whispered something in Itziar's ear, and she gave a barely perceptible nod, a knowing smile on her lips. Then he stood, moved to Patricia, and leaned over her. He kissed her with an intensity that left me frozen. It wasn't a timid brush or an ambiguous gesture—it was a full, confident kiss, as if that moment belonged only to them. Their tongues intertwined in a scene that was almost pornographic.

The most disconcerting thing was that Patricia didn't pull away. Quite the opposite—she received him with parted lips, with a passion reflected in the way she brought her hand to the back of Jon's neck, pulling him against her as if she feared the moment would vanish too soon.

I remained motionless, blood pounding in my temples. Itziar watched me without blinking, her gaze piercing right through me. Her eyes were scrutinizing, searching.

Jon went a step further, slipping his hand into Patricia's neckline to cup her breast. My wife moaned softly, and as if a switch had been flipped, her hand went to Jon's fly, rubbing slowly, oblivious to everything around her, as if they were alone back at the villa.

Itziar made no move to intervene—quite the opposite. Her eyes were fixed on me, studying my reaction, as if all of this were part of a game only she and Jon fully understood.

I felt like my heart was about to leap out of my chest. I glanced around, terrified someone might have noticed. The room was lively enough to cover our secret, but my discomfort was obvious.

Jon finally pulled away from Patricia. Her lips were still trembling, her eyes blazing, her smile dangerous. She glanced at me for barely a second, and in that look was a silent challenge—as if asking whether I was going to stop this… or let myself be swept away by the current that had already swallowed her.

Jon turned to Itziar, seeking confirmation. She shook her head gently, still smiling, with the serene complicity of someone who knows exactly how far to go. It was a simple movement, but it held an entire silent conversation—the certainty of a couple who had been exploring those boundaries together for a long time.

Then Jon looked at us again, his expression more serious.

“I’m sorry, really,” he said with a calm that contrasted with the tension still hanging in the air. “But I don’t think we should come to your villa tonight.”

The silence hung heavy for a few seconds. Patricia watched him with a mixture of surprise and disappointment, while I was still trying to make sense of what had just happened.

“Why?” she asked, a hint of reproach in her voice.

Jon took a sip of his drink before answering.

“There are two reasons,” he said slowly. “The first, and maybe the most obvious, is that your husband isn’t ready for something like this.” He turned toward me—not harshly, but with a frankness that stung. “And that’s okay. Really. We’re not all in the same place, and forcing things wouldn’t be fair to either of you.”

Patricia pressed her lips together, crossing her legs in a tense, jerky motion. Her gaze burned—not at Jon, but at me—as if my fears had ruined a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

Jon leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table, as if wanting to make sure his words sank in.

“The second reason…” he paused briefly, measuring his words, his eyes fixed on Patricia, “is that the other night there was chemistry. Everything flowed naturally. The conversation, the laughter, the drinks… It all happened organically. Tonight, though, something feels different. It’s like we’re trying to force something that should happen on its own. And when that happens… it usually ends badly.”

Patricia turned to face him, her expression defiant.

“And what’s wrong with trying again?” she asked, her words dripping with challenge, as if she wasn’t ready to let the night go.

That’s when Itziar stepped in. She had been quiet, watching the tension build like someone listening to a familiar tune, but now she leaned toward Patricia, her voice calm but firm:

“Look, Patricia,” she said, her eyes never leaving her, “to get into something like this, a couple needs rock-solid confidence in each other. I’m not talking about love—I’m talking about mutual trust. Knowing where each person’s limits are and respecting them.” Her gaze shifted to me, gentle, almost tender. “And, with all due respect, it’s obvious you two don’t have that yet. At least, he doesn’t.”

I felt an uncomfortable heat creep up my neck, as if the whole room had heard. Patricia shot me a look of frustration, but Itziar wasn’t attacking—she was warning. Her words, though harsh, were steeped in experience.

Patricia didn’t flinch. No flash of anger, no immediate reproach. She simply smiled—that half-smile of hers that had disarmed me so many times—and, raising her glass, murmured:

“Well then, let’s toast… to confidence.”

She gently clinked her glass against Itziar’s, then Jon’s, and finally mine. Her tone was light, but her eyes… her eyes were sharp as blades.

I tried to relax, but every passing second felt more uncomfortable. They changed the subject awkwardly and soon stood up. There were cordial goodbyes, forced smiles, handshakes that felt hollow.

As they walked away through the candlelit tables, Patricia watched them until they disappeared. Then, without a word, she drained what was left in her glass and set it down with a sharp thud.

“Shall we go?” she asked, not looking at me.

The walk back to the villa was torture. She stayed a step ahead, upright, impeccable, her heels clicking a steady rhythm on the cobblestones. She didn’t say a word, didn’t give me a single glance. The silence was absolute, so thick it almost hurt.

I felt like every step was another tick on an invisible clock. I knew this wasn’t over. No… the worst was yet to come.

Patricia’s silence weighed more than any scream. She didn’t need to raise her voice to put an ocean of distance between us. It was as if she’d closed an invisible door.

When we got inside, she kicked off her heels mechanically and left them by the sofa. Then, barely glancing at me, she said simply:

“I’m going to shower.”

And she disappeared behind the bathroom door. The sound of water started almost instantly, muffled by the walls. I poured myself a drink and stepped out onto the terrace. The humid night heat wrapped around everything, and the pool reflected the dim lights like a restless mirror. I sank into the lounge chair, and for the first time since the wedding, I realized I didn’t know Patricia as well as I’d thought.

I’d always seen her as captivating, free, even a little insolent, but tonight… these past few nights… something was different. It wasn’t just boldness—it was a hunger, a thirst for experiences I wasn’t sure I could satisfy. She blamed me for the night’s failure.

It hurt to think that maybe her idea of “living intensely” didn’t match mine. For her, everything could be a game: glances, flirtation, even a kiss with someone else. For me, though, those were lines—limits that defined me. And while I clung to those lines, she seemed determined to erase them.

I heard her come out of the bathroom and move around the room, but she didn’t come to me. She said nothing. That coldness, that absence of reproach, felt crueler than any argument. Because deep down, I understood what it meant: Patricia didn’t need to convince me of anything. She knew exactly what she wanted. My only question was whether I fit into her plans.


Part Three

	


The door closed behind us, and the familiarity of the entryway hit me with a strange mix of relief and heaviness. After two weeks of luxury, white beaches, and nights that had swung between idyllic and tense, coming home felt almost unreal. The stale smell, the silence, the still air begging for someone to open a window.

Patricia dropped her suitcase right next to the sofa and sighed, kicking off her shoes like she was shedding a prison sentence. I dragged mine to the bedroom and, while unpacking some of my things, stepped out onto the terrace. The pool was covered in leaves, the water murky—a brutal contrast to the private lagoon we'd had at the villa.

“Doesn't look so appealing anymore,” I said aloud, as if to break the silence.

Patricia came over, looked at the pool, and shrugged.

“Nothing a good day of cleaning won't fix,” she replied, though her tone lacked any enthusiasm.

We went back to the suitcases. I tried to put things in order while she just pulled out clothes at random and tossed them on the bed. She didn't seem upset with me, and there was no trace of reproach on her face, but the smiling, provocative Patricia from the first days of the trip was gone. There was something different about her, a slight distance, so subtle that someone less attentive might not have noticed.

She flopped onto the mattress and looked at me.

“I'm dead, Fernando. I don't even have the energy to cook. How about we go out for a quick bite? A burger, a pizza, whatever.”

The suggestion surprised me. Patricia had never been one to improvise quick dinners out—she always preferred something more thoughtful, even if it was just ordering sushi. She was tired, yes, but there was also a certain listlessness about her, as if finding the easiest option was her way of getting through the evening without any fuss.

“Sounds good to me,” I told her, smiling gently. “The important thing is we don't have to think too hard.”

She nodded, got up without really looking at me, and headed to the bathroom. From the hallway, listening to her turn on the faucet, I had that strange, almost intangible feeling that something had stayed behind in Mexico… or that something in her had changed during those two weeks.

We went to a casual spot near home, one of those places that does burgers, pizzas, and craft beer. No white tablecloths or fine wine glasses—just wooden tables, exposed brick walls, and the constant murmur of young people chatting. After all that luxury in Mexico, it was almost comforting to get back to the ordinary.

Patricia sat across from me, her skin bronzed by the Caribbean sun. The tan made her light eyes pop, giving them more depth, and her hair—a shade blonder from the sun—was pulled back in a messy ponytail that left the curve of her neck exposed, with that natural look that always disarmed me. She wore barely any makeup, but she looked gorgeous, maybe even more so than in expensive dresses and impossible heels. She had that fresh, effortless beauty, like something out of a resort ad.

She ordered a margherita pizza and a cold beer. I got a burger with fries and a dark beer. When the food arrived, we ate in silence for a few moments, listening to the murmur of conversations around us.

“Patricia,” I said, breaking the silence, my voice calm. “I want you to know I'm sorry about what happened with Jon and Itziar. I know it could have been… and it wasn't, and maybe you feel like it's my fault. But I need you to know I tried as hard as I could.”

She held my gaze for an instant, a ghost of a smile crossing her face that never quite formed. Then she looked away toward the back of the restaurant, her eyes unfocused.

“It's done, Fernando. It was what it was,” she said flatly, like someone trying to shut down a conversation before it could begin.

“But I…” I started to say.

She raised an eyebrow and, instead of letting me continue, asked out of nowhere:

“Have you seen your face? You're so red. Looks like the sun over there really did a number on you.”

I laughed, though I caught the subject change immediately.

“You're saying that to avoid talking about the other thing, right?”

“I'm saying it because right now you look like a tourist who spent the day in Benidorm,” she replied, taking a sip of her beer and, this time, actually laughing. “And yes. I don't want to talk about it. Just forget it. Nothing happened.”

I watched her for a moment, wondering if that lightness was just exhaustion, a way to dodge the awkwardness, or maybe a way to protect herself from a conversation she didn't want to have. Even so, she was radiant. Tan, gorgeous, with an energy that, even at a distance, still filled the space between us.

Patricia set her slice of pizza down on the plate, wiped her lips with the napkin, and looked at me with a mischievous expression.

“So, Mr. CEO… how's your first week back at work looking? Think you'll have a lot piled up?”

I let out a laugh.

“You have no idea. Tomorrow when I open my laptop, I'm sure I'll have over two hundred notifications. I can already picture it: meetings, overdue reports, and Beatriz showing up to remind me I left at the worst possible time.”

“Oh, poor thing,” she said mockingly, resting her chin on her hand. “Meanwhile, I'll take care of the house, the shopping, making sure we don't die of hunger or get buried in dust… you know, the usual. I don't have to go back until Wednesday.”

“That actually sounds kind of fun,” I replied, smiling.

“No, sounds like it’s time to get back to real life,” she said, glancing around with a bored expression. “I already checked the fridge and there’s nothing decent. Tomorrow afternoon we’re going to the supermarket, no excuses. And don’t even think about suggesting pizza again.”

“But pizza brings people together—look how great things are right now.”

She rolled her eyes and smiled.

“Yeah, great. Nothing at all like that nightmare in Mexico,” she said with her trademark dry wit. “But anyway, let’s get back to that everyday life you love so much. We need to stock up on detergent, toilet paper, laundry soap... Otherwise, those honeymoon memories are going to fade pretty fast once you run out of clean underwear.”

I pictured her with that same tone back at home, organizing the grocery bags and telling me what to put on each shelf. For a moment, that vision of routine—shopping, laundry, silly arguments about which brand of milk to buy—seemed strangely comforting, though I knew she was being sarcastic.

“You know what the worst part is?” I said, propping my elbows on the table.

“What?” she asked, taking another bite of pizza.

“That after luxury hotels, cocktails with little umbrellas, and pristine beaches... going back to household chores is going to be a rude awakening. Don’t forget to call Rosa to come do a deep clean.”

Patricia looked at me with a crooked smile.

“Well, welcome to marriage, honey. This is what it’s all about.”

And I smiled, as if that simple moment—free of reproaches or arguments—was the truce we needed.

That night I was dead on my feet. When the alarm went off the next morning, it sounded distant, almost unreal. I left without even grabbing coffee, same as always.

When I walked into my office, the place smelled of freshly brewed coffee and two weeks’ worth of accumulated papers. I felt that familiar mix of comfort and heaviness that comes with returning: the chair recognized me, the desk was exactly as I’d left it, and when I turned on the computer, it greeted me coldly with a flood of notifications.

“Well, look who it is!” Beatriz called out from her desk, grinning ear to ear. “The married man. How was the honeymoon?”

I draped my jacket over the back of the chair and dropped into my seat.

“Intense. Different. Let’s just say we didn’t have time to get bored.”

“Well, that sounds pretty interesting,” she replied, arching an eyebrow. She had that knack for leaving sentences hanging, somewhere between curiosity and irony. “Maybe you can fill me in later... on the parts that are fit to share.”

Beatriz set aside a folder and leaned toward me.

“Let me catch you before you open your email and get depressed: while you were away, several new bids came in. All for projects in Romania.”

“Romania?” I frowned.

“Yeah, it’s suddenly become the hot spot. They’re modernizing the railway network and there’s a ton of construction going on right now. Three different construction companies want quotes for major projects, and Management wants us to review them thoroughly before the end of the month.” She paused, letting that sink in. “So your return comes with a mountain of work.”

I let out a sigh.

“Great. From sun and Caribbean beaches to concrete in Bucharest. Living the dream.”

Beatriz laughed.

“Hate to break it to you, but none of the projects are in Bucharest. They’re all in the middle of nowhere. There’s even a bridge in Transylvania... But stop complaining. At least you’ll have honeymoon stories to tell at work lunches. Tomás and I already got all the gossip about the wedding, which, by the way, was beautiful. Gorgeous. I’d forgotten how lovely weddings can be.”

I smiled as I read the first emails and didn’t respond right away. The idea of traveling, of escaping—even if it was for work—suddenly seemed more appealing than usual, and I couldn’t understand why. It should have been the opposite.

Beatriz was about to get up when the hallway door opened and Carlos walked in with his brisk stride, folder tucked under his arm. He was the type who looked fresh out of college, even though he was pushing thirty: white shirt, crooked tie, and the permanent expression of someone who never got enough sleep.

“Good morning,” he said, settling in at the desk next to mine. “How was the Caribbean, boss?”

“Bluer than the Mediterranean and with a lot less concrete,” I replied with a half smile.

He let out a short laugh and shook his head.

“I can imagine. Anyway, welcome back to the grind. We’ve got work coming out of our ears. I have no idea how we’re going to pull this off with half the staff on vacation.”

I took the opportunity to get down to business:

“Exactly... Beatriz told me several bids came in for projects in Romania. Get on that right away. Management is going to want those contracts no matter what.”

Carlos looked up from the folder and nodded.

“Yeah, I’ve been looking at them. These are major jobs, not your typical small projects. We’re talking a couple of bridges and a train station with a shopping center attached.”

“Well, if any of those come through,” I told him firmly, “you know you’ll be the one running it. Hope you like Romania.”

He gave a half-smile, as if he'd already expected it.

“I figured as much when I saw the proposals. No problem, I can roll with it. I always get stuck with the short straw, don't I?”

Beatriz chimed in, amused:

“Oh, stop complaining. You get to travel all over Europe on the company's dime and come back with stories to bore us all to death. And that's just what you tell us—I'd rather not know what you keep to yourself.”

“Fair point,” Carlos admitted with a shrug. “Okay, I'll go through it thoroughly and get you a report this week.”

I nodded, glancing at the pile of documents waiting for me on the desk.

“Perfect. What we need now is solid analysis. We'll see what management decides, but most likely one of those three will come through. And if it does, Romania will be your second home.”

I opened the folder with the proposals and flipped through some pages. I needed to focus, to block out the jet lag and the noise of recent memories.

“All right,” I said, looking at Carlos, “before Management makes a decision, I want us to get ahead on the key information. I need to know how the welding measurements on the metal structures look. I don't want them slipping anything past us in the calculations. And I want detail on the concrete: strengths, aggregate type, and especially curing.”

Carlos nodded while taking quick notes.

“I'll review everything this week. But I can tell you right now there's a gap with the welding. Not everything is standardized to Eurocode level. And as for the concrete… it depends on who the local subcontractor is.”

I leaned back in my chair.

“That's exactly what I wanted to talk about—subcontractors. What options do we have over there? I don't want just anyone putting up structures.”

Beatriz spoke up from her desk, leafing through a printed list:

“There are three that have worked with other Spanish construction companies. Two of them are pretty solid, one's so-so… though it's quite a bit cheaper, of course.”

“Then we need to vet them,” I replied. “I don't want any surprises in the middle of a project.”

Carlos looked up from his laptop and made a comment that gave me pause.

“Watch out for one thing: Romanian construction law isn't exactly a carbon copy of ours. There are certification issues, especially around welding and workplace safety, that differ quite a bit. Before we commit to anything, we should sit down with a firm over there and go through it point by point.”

“Good catch,” I admitted, jotting a note in my notebook. “Okay, Carlos, you handle that: find a legal contact who can break down the regulations for us, and cross-reference that with the subcontractors Beatriz mentioned.”

He nodded, his expression serious.

“I'm on it. In two or three days I can have something solid for you.”

“Perfect,” I said, closing the folder. “I want this nailed down before Management gives the green light. I'd rather be overly cautious than have a problem blow up in our faces in Bucharest.”

After the initial briefing, I spent half the morning sorting through emails and notifications, organizing them by urgency and importance. Then I called a quick meeting with the team. The meeting ran a bit longer than expected, what with emails, price charts, and calls with suppliers. When I returned to my office, Beatriz was already waiting for me, leaning against the doorframe with a folder under her arm.

“Diego, we need to talk,” she said without preamble as she walked in.

“Wow, that sounds serious.”

“It is. We're swamped. Look,” she opened the folder and showed me several printed sheets with schedules and task lists, “we've got a thousand measurements to close out, budgets to review, quality reports to redo because the subcontractors turn them in half-finished… And if we end up landing something in Romania, you can imagine what's headed our way.”

“Yeah…” I sighed, rubbing my hand over my face. She was right.

“We need people. Even if they're just interns, they need to start getting their feet wet. You can give one the welding measurements, another the civil engineering calculations… quality certificate requests… you know, the basics, but that way we can take some of the load off the veterans. They can't handle any more.”

I sat there thinking for a few seconds, watching her organize the papers with that restless efficiency so typical of her.

“You're right. We need to get moving on this,” I admitted. “But you handle the selection, okay? I trust your instincts more than any polished résumé. Besides, I refuse to do interviews right now. I need at least a week to get caught up.”

Beatriz smiled, half relieved.

“Done. I'll start looking at candidates this week. And don't worry, I'm not going to bring in anyone who's just here to warm a seat.”

“I hope not,” I replied, trying to manage a smile, though my mind was still somewhere else.

When I finally left the office, the sun was already setting, and the day's exhaustion mingled with the weight of returning to routine.

While waiting for the elevator, I pulled my phone from my pocket. I unlocked it with the vague hope of finding a message from Patricia. Something simple: “How's it going?” or “Did the shopping, waiting for you at home.” But there was nothing. Not an emoji, not even an “ok.” She hadn't even responded to the message I'd sent her that morning.

Just trivial notifications: an email from the bank, a reminder from the gym, and a weather app alert warning of another heat wave by the end of the week.

I took a deep breath and put my phone away again. She was probably caught up with something. Still, something gnawed at me: that coldness wasn't accidental. There had been problems on the honeymoon, but I refused to believe we were starting our marriage under the shadow of what had happened.

Once I was in the car, I turned on the radio to distract myself. It didn't work. I couldn't stop thinking about how Patricia had changed the subject the night before when I mentioned the Basque guys. The memory weighed heavier than the folder of proposals in my briefcase.

The afternoon traffic faded to a distant murmur, as if the cars were moving in slow motion while my mind drifted elsewhere. Patricia. Her image kept returning, like an echo I couldn't escape. I saw her in that light dress, glowing under the club lights… and then the moment Jon leaned in. The intensity of the kiss, their tongues passionately intertwined, their hands all over each other in a public place without the slightest shame.

The kiss wasn't the problem itself—I knew that. I was the one who had opened that door, who had tried to fix what I'd supposedly ruined, who wanted to experience something I wasn't prepared to face. In that sense, I couldn't blame her. She'd simply gotten carried away. But now, back home, far from all the glamour and luxury of the trip, it all felt like a bad dream.

What really haunted me wasn't the physical act, but the intensity in her gaze. That fire in her eyes, that instant, almost voracious surrender, as if she'd been waiting for that moment forever. I watched, uncomfortable, afraid someone would see us… while she seemed oblivious to everyone else in the world.

What disturbed me most wasn't the kiss, but what came after I turned off the lights and put a stop to it the first time. The way she lashed out at me, as if I'd betrayed something sacred by stopping it. Her rage, her disdain, calling me a “bore” in front of everyone. That Patricia—unknown and burning with fury—was harder to stomach than any kiss.

I turned onto the avenue leading to the development and gripped the steering wheel tight. Something about that reaction bored into me: why had she experienced it with such intensity? Why did it feel like she'd enjoyed that forbidden spark more than our entire honeymoon together?

Part of me said that, in reality, she hadn't been “unfaithful” to me—or at least not in a way that mattered. I loved her today as much as yesterday, maybe even more. It had been a lapse in judgment, period. She was drunk. It had nothing to do with the usual Patricia, and the situation had been incredibly exciting.

But my darker side saw it differently. What should have been a buried memory was turning into a persistent shadow, a crack widening by the day.

When I got home, the silence hit me. It felt strange after so many days of sharing hotels, planes, excursions, and forced laughter. The house felt large and empty. I draped my jacket over the back of a chair and went upstairs to the bathroom. The hot water washed away the heat of the day but couldn't erase the images flooding my mind.

Dressed in comfortable clothes, I checked the clock: the hands were nearing nine. Patricia still hadn't shown up. I turned on a lamp in the living room, poured myself a glass of water, and sank onto the sofa. I flipped on the television, hoping to fill the void, but the images flickered past meaninglessly.

The lock clicked suddenly and Patricia burst in. She looked a bit flushed, her hair slightly disheveled, like someone who'd been walking fast. She wore a light blouse that clung to her tanned skin and tight jeans—simple, but on her they looked like an invitation.

“Sorry, honey,” she said, dropping her purse on the entryway table and the bags in the kitchen. “I met up with Monica and we got carried away talking about the honeymoon. Time just got away from us.”

I moved in to kiss her—an automatic gesture—but she slipped away gently, heading toward the kitchen.

“Want some potato salad?” she asked, opening the fridge. “Give me twenty minutes and I'll make you one to die for. Meanwhile… why don't you clean the pool? It's gotten filthy while we've been away.”

I listened with a mix of tenderness and resignation. It was our first night home after the trip, and instead of sharing it together, routine was already settling in cold. No caress, no affection beyond the bare minimum.

“Okay,” I answered, more to avoid an argument than out of conviction.

I headed out to the garden, net in hand. The air was cool, and the smell of water mixed with damp grass made me feel out of place, like I was standing on an unfamiliar stage. The pool did have leaves floating on it and looked murky after weeks of neglect.

First I started the robot to clean the bottom. While I skimmed the surface, I could hear drawers opening inside and the clatter of kitchen utensils. Patricia was talking to herself, humming a song, and at some point I heard her laugh at a memory—maybe something from her conversation with Monica. That laugh cut right through me. It was cheerful, carefree, so different from the distant Patricia I'd been facing lately.

I stared at the trembling reflection of lights on the water and thought about the paradox: she seemed to adapt effortlessly to every situation—light, volatile—as if the intensity of those nights had been just a passing game. I, on the other hand, felt trapped, unable to shake the shadows we'd brought back from the trip.

When I finished, I went into the kitchen. Patricia had set the table casually: Russian salad, bread, and a bottle of cheap wine she must have picked up at the supermarket.

“See?” she said, smiling as she poured herself a glass. “Nothing fancy, but at least something decent.”

I looked at her, gorgeous under the warm kitchen light, her skin still golden from the Caribbean sun, her lips glistening from the wine she’d just sipped. And I thought yes, it was true: the house was clean, dinner was ready, the pool was sparkling… Everything perfect. Only one thing was missing: her, with me.

“So anyway…” Patricia said, dropping into the chair with a sigh. “I was giving Monica the full rundown on the honeymoon.”

She glanced at me sideways, half-smiling.

“I told her the place was insane, like something out of a movie. That I felt like Beyoncé walking into the pool. And that you were in full ‘control freak’ mode the whole time—don’t drink so much, we have to get up early tomorrow, blah blah blah… basically, a blast,” she added sarcastically, though without any real bite.

She tucked her hair behind her ear and went on, almost amused as she recalled their conversation.

“I also told her about the Basque guys… though not everything… obviously. I said: ‘Girl, it was like something out of a Netflix series, with all the looks, the drinks, the tropical heat.’”

“How far did you go?”

She let out a little laugh.

“Relax. I’m not stupid. I know what I can share and what I can’t. After that, just the usual stuff: the excursions, the beaches, the cocktails, the photos… I showed her some and she said it all looked straight out of Instagram. But what really blew her mind was you singing with a half-naked showgirl sitting on your lap.”

“And rubbing her breasts in my face. Don’t forget that part.”

She waved her hand dismissively. For a moment she seemed light, like we were in on something together, even close. Until she paused, looked at me with that half-smile of hers—the one you could never tell was playful or cruel. She stood up calmly, picked up her glass, and with her back already turned, tossed out:

“I’m going to take a shower… I’m exhausted.”

The sound of her heels faded down the hallway.

The phone buzzed on the living room coffee table, vibrating against the wood. I got up reluctantly and checked the screen: Monica. I answered.

“Hello!” she said with her usual energy.

“Hi, Monica. How are you?” I replied.

“Good, good…” She laughed briefly. “Hey, is Patricia around?”

“She just got in the shower,” I answered.

There was a brief pause, as if she were weighing something, then she added in a playful, almost confidential tone:

“Well, tell her to call me, okay? I’m dying to hear all the honeymoon gossip. I can’t believe she hasn’t called me yet.”

In that instant I felt like I’d been punched in the chest, like I couldn’t breathe. I stood there speechless for a few seconds, pressing the phone against my ear. Where had Patricia been all day? Why had she lied to me?

“Sure… I’ll tell her,” I managed, my voice coming out harsher than I intended.

Monica laughed softly.

“Okay, handsome. So yeah, tell her to call me. I’ve got a million things to talk to her about after three weeks apart.”

She hung up just like that, leaving me with the silence buzzing in my ear. I stood there staring at the phone for a moment, as if it were some strange object.

Patricia came out of the bathroom wrapped in steam, the white bathrobe cinched tight, her damp hair clinging to her shoulders. As she dried off with a small towel, I looked at her, trying to appear normal.

“Monica called,” I said, keeping my voice casual.

She stopped for a second. The relaxed expression vanished from her face. Her eyes narrowed slightly, and her lips twisted into something she was trying to disguise.

“Oh yeah?” she asked, feigning lightness as she ran the towel over her neck.

“Yeah,” I nodded, glancing sideways. “She said to call her… I’m sure she wants to keep dishing about the honeymoon.”

I forced a smile. I wanted it to sound natural, like I wasn’t giving it much thought. She, however, stood motionless for an instant, as if weighing my tone. Then she laughed under her breath—a bit forced.

“I’ll call her later…” she murmured, turning toward the bedroom.

That “I’ll call her later” didn’t sound like it usually did. It had the tension of someone caught mid-lie, the rush to shut down the topic without explaining. I watched her disappear behind the door, pretending everything was fine, though inside, the puzzle pieces were starting to click together in an unsettling way.

The constant hum of the hair dryer filled the bedroom. From the hallway I could see her with her back to me, facing the mirror, moving it with quick gestures, distracted, as if nothing was bothering her. I, on the other hand, felt like my skull was about to explode. The images kept coming: her face changing when I mentioned Monica, the rush to brush it off, the forced smile. It was all a web of signals I couldn’t ignore.

I forced myself to set the table in silence, to carry the plates to the kitchen with the mechanical routine of someone trying to convince himself that nothing's wrong. But when I opened the trash can, I saw them. Two cardboard containers, crushed, with traces of mayonnaise still clinging to the sides. Takeout.

I froze for a few seconds, plate still in my hand. I felt a hollowness in my stomach that had nothing to do with hunger. So even the dinner she'd set in front of me wasn't real. A small, trivial lie, but one that suddenly weighed a ton because it was just one more on the list.

I smiled, though without feeling it. A bitter twist of the lips, the kind you force just to keep from letting out too heavy a sigh. The truth was revealing itself little by little, not in big dramatic scenes, but in these tiny details, in those careless everyday slips that end up saying more than any argument.

I decided not to say anything. I closed the trash can with a sharp thud and left the plate on the counter, as if nothing had happened. There was no point in picking a fight right there, when I knew she'd find an excuse and flip the whole thing around on me. Unfortunately, I was starting to recognize her playbook.

But something inside me churned. It was barely an intuition, that uncomfortable pang that won't go away, no matter how hard you try to fool yourself. A warning. Because if Patricia was capable of making up something as insignificant as dinner, what wouldn't she be capable of hiding when she really wanted to cover something up? Where had she been that day?

I turned off the kitchen lights and climbed the stairs slowly. I could still hear the hair dryer, that constant drone. I lay down on the bed pretending everything was normal, but with the nagging certainty that the lies had only just begun. That night she got into bed and immediately turned her back to me. It was obvious she didn't want to talk. And honestly, neither did I.

Several slow weeks passed, heavy with work. Everything seemed to go on normally. Patricia got up late, ate breakfast in a hurry, and blew me distracted kisses before going about her day. I came home from work tired and found her with the TV on, or chatting on her phone, always saying it was Mónica.

There were no arguments or tense scenes. No outpourings of affection either. It was as if we'd fallen into a routine too soon. The trip to Mexico felt like a distant memory. I tried to convince myself I was exaggerating, that I was blowing things out of proportion, but each day brought a new small crack.

One night, for example, Patricia told me she was meeting Mónica at the mall. She smiled, put on lipstick, and left wearing a dress far too nice for just a “girls' night.” She came back close to midnight, claiming they'd lost track of time talking at the café. Another night, she said she was exhausted, but I saw her come out of the shower much later than usual, with a gleam in her eyes I couldn't decipher.

None of it was proof of anything. But the pieces didn't fit together in that uncomfortable puzzle. A puzzle where the only clear thing was that Patricia was pulling away from me, little by little, without leaving obvious traces… just silences, excuses, and empty stretches of time.


	 


Almost two months later, I flew in from Bucharest. I’d been away from home practically the entire week. Some things had been moved around in the living room and bedroom, but essentially, everything was the same. Patricia was still deeply tan, as if the Caribbean sun had decided to linger on her skin. She also looked thinner. I wasn’t the same person. The doubts were becoming unbearable. I’d thought about hiring a detective to find out firsthand if she was cheating on me, but I couldn’t find any real justification. It was all small lies, nothing significant enough to make a sane person think I’d lost my mind. Still, I had a bad feeling.

I forced myself to smile, and we talked about trivial matters as if everything were perfectly normal. She asked me about work in Romania. I asked her about hers. It was all small talk. We laughed, true enough, and while she opened a nice bottle of wine to celebrate my arrival, I wandered through the house lost in thought. I started hatching an idea—maybe a crazy one—but I had to put an end to the doubts consuming me, or they would destroy our marriage. I felt guilty for making these plans, and several times I tried to dismiss them like a madman experiencing moments of lucidity.

Later, while dinner finished in the oven, we picked up the idle conversation again. We talked about Monica, my parents, hers, and even the weather. We’d left the sweltering summer behind, and autumn had settled over the city, with temperatures that made it a pleasure to be out on the streets. I seemed to remember that when I was a child, the seasons were clearly defined, but now it felt like there were only two: summer and winter. The other two had blended into them so completely that it was almost impossible to tell them apart.

Patricia told me she was exhausted. She did look tired. We didn’t talk much after that. She drew herself a bath, and an hour later came downstairs wrapped in a towel.

It was obvious that something between us had shifted. The atmosphere was strained, charged with a strange tension. It was as if she knew that I knew everything. The truth was, I knew something was going on, but I wasn’t sure what. Then she called a friend, someone named Mapi, whom I’d never heard of, and spent a long time on the phone talking about work and topics I knew nothing about. I listened to the laughter, then her voice would drop to almost a whisper, and every now and then there would be pointed silences.

I sat in the living room, mulling over my plan to install cameras in the house, searching on my laptop for information. The glass doors to the pool stood open, and a light but cold wind cooled the house. Patricia walked past me and sat on the other sofa, phone in hand. She typed furiously, a crooked half-smile on her face. The silence between us was total. At one point I caught her staring absently out the window. I tried to start a conversation several times, but her responses were monosyllabic—or just barely perceptible gestures. Slowly, I felt myself getting angry. I’d been away from home for a week, and what I was seeing was complete emptiness.

“I could have stayed at the hotel in Bucharest for this,” I told her, trying not to seem too angry. “At least then I could imagine you were thinking about me.”

She furrowed her brow, looking a bit confused.

“I was just sending some messages to Mapi,” she said. “Work stuff.”

She set her phone on the table, got up, and sat down next to me.

“Why don’t you take tomorrow off? It’ll be Friday, and you’ve been away all week. We could do something together for a change,” she said, twirling a lock of hair between her fingers.

Patricia had a way of surprising you at any moment. She could be lost in her own world all afternoon, then in a second make you feel like she’d been thinking about you the whole time.

“What do you want to do?”

“Nothing.”

“Then why do you want me to stay home?”

“Don’t worry about it. It was just a passing thought. I didn’t have anything specific in mind.”

“What’s going on with you, Patri? You seem so distant.”

“I already told you I’m tired. I think I’m going to bed.”

She got up slowly, kissed me on the forehead, and headed upstairs to our bedroom. Halfway up, she turned and looked at me.

“I’ve been thinking about taking tomorrow off. Do you mind if I go see my parents? I haven’t seen them since the wedding. I’ve been neglecting them.”

“Fine by me. When will you be back?” I asked casually.

“Tomorrow night, I suppose. Or maybe Saturday morning. Do you mind?”

“Not at all. If you want, we could go out to eat on Saturday. The weather’s still nice.”

“I’d rather see a movie. I think there are some interesting new releases. I’ll look into it and let you know. Okay?”

“Perfect. We’ll talk tomorrow. Get some rest.”

I made the decision right then and there. Patricia wasn’t going to be home, and I could install the cameras without her knowing. I couldn’t live with the doubt anymore. As soon as I heard the bedroom door close, I searched my phone for the company contact. I dialed the number of the supplier we worked with when we built turnkey projects. It was a small company, but very professional, and they had the best technology. It was almost eleven at night; I apologized for the late hour.

The man's voice was deep but polite, and he didn't seem bothered. If anything, he sounded like someone used to fielding urgent calls like this.

“Don't worry, Mr. La Castellana,” he said. “We get a lot of calls at this hour. That's the downside of running a business. What exactly are you looking for?”

I bit my lip before answering.

“Absolute discretion. Cameras that can't be seen, not even up close. My house is big, but I need the installation to go completely unnoticed. No red lights, no cables.”

The technician nodded on the other end of the line—I could sense it in his tone.

“Perfect. I'd recommend a couple of options. First, WiFi IP micro-cameras with pinhole lenses. Barely half a centimeter in diameter, Full HD resolution, infrared night vision. They hide easily in picture frames, on shelves, even behind a fake outlet. No flashes, no noise. You can watch in real time from your phone.”

I stayed quiet, taking it all in.

“And they're not noticeable?” I asked, my stomach in knots.

“Not at all. In fact, many models come disguised as everyday objects. I carry cameras hidden in fake smoke detectors—the classic white circle on the ceiling. Nobody suspects a thing. And if you want something more refined, there are ones that look like USB chargers, plugged into any outlet. They record while looking like they're just charging a phone.”

A chill ran down my spine.

“I want the best. The most reliable.”

The supplier lowered his voice, as if sharing a secret:

“In that case, I recommend the 4K Ultra PinCam model. 2.8 mm lens, 160-degree angle, H.265 compression so it barely takes up any memory, and up to six hours of battery life. If you plug it into the wall, it can record on a loop indefinitely. It's literally invisible: no LED, no beep, nothing.”

I ran my hand over my face, exhausted.

“And what about installation?”

“Simple. I'll send you the kit preloaded with the app. You just place the cameras in strategic spots. I can advise you—living room, entryway, kitchen…”

“No. I'd prefer to have a professional install it.”

“In that case, we'll send someone.”

“One last thing,” I said, trying to sound confident. “I need them to record only when I want them to. If we're home, I don't think it'll be necessary.”

The technician chuckled softly, with the calm of someone who knows his business inside and out.

“Of course they record on demand, Mr. La Castellana. All our units have local storage—about 48 hours of continuous recording. If you prefer, it can be set to motion-detector mode: it only records when there's activity, which quadruples the storage capacity.”

I made a mental note, nodding to myself.

“What about sound?” I asked, almost whispering.

“Yes. The models I'm recommending have a built-in high-sensitivity microphone, capable of picking up a normal conversation from fifteen feet away. You won't have any trouble hearing, even in large rooms. Plus, the software syncs audio and video, so you can review everything in detail.”

I leaned back in the armchair, feeling the pressure in my chest.

“And if I want to watch live?” I asked, like someone treading on dangerous ground.

“Very simple. They all connect to your home WiFi. From your phone, using the app, you can open whichever camera you want and watch in real time. You can set up alerts—if they detect movement, you get an instant notification with a screenshot. It's discreet, secure, and encrypted. Nobody else will have access.”

I stayed quiet for a few seconds, holding my breath. It was like placing invisible eyes in every corner.

The technician went on, almost like a teacher, as if he'd said these words a hundred times before:

“I should warn you, though—we're talking about a lot of money. Around three thousand euros.”

I swallowed.

“Don't worry about that. I want you to install the best you have. Invisible, reliable—though I don't think audio is necessary. I want nobody to notice a thing… but I want to be able to see everything.”

On the other end, the technician sighed, satisfied.

“I need it for tomorrow,” I said firmly, almost cutting off the technician's explanation.

There was a brief silence on the other end of the line.

“Tomorrow…” he repeated, as if weighing it. “Look, we normally have a two or three day turnaround. Assembling the kit, setting up the configuration, packaging…”

“That won't work for me,” I interrupted. “It has to be tomorrow. I want you to install it yourself.”

The man took a few seconds to answer. I could imagine him weighing whether the desperate client on the other end was worth the effort. Finally, he accepted and promised to be at the house as soon as I gave him the word. When I hung up, my breathing was ragged. The decision was made. I dropped onto the sofa and pulled my personal phone from my pocket. I typed out a quick message to Beatriz:

“Got back from Romania with the flu and wiped out from the trip. Not coming to the office tomorrow. Keep the technical office on top of the concrete and welding measurements. Regards.”

I sent it before I could second-guess myself. The next day, someone would install invisible eyes in my own home—eyes that would watch everything.

The technician arrived right on time, carrying a small toolbox and a cardboard box with the equipment. He shook my hand firmly, as if trying to put me at ease. We barely exchanged a few pleasantries before he got right to work, spreading several tiny devices across the table: small black cylinders, some the size of a thumb, others flat, almost like a thick coin.

“Look, there are two types,” he continued, pointing with a screwdriver. “These ones, which are practically invisible, can be embedded in door frames, lamps, or even a wall clock. And these, slightly larger but with better optics, I’d put in larger rooms, like the living room. In the bedroom, for example…” he paused briefly, choosing his words carefully, “…one of these little ones behind the air conditioning vent would be enough. No one would notice.”

I swallowed hard. The ease with which he said it unsettled me, as if he could guess why I wanted to monitor that particular room. I noticed how he spoke: without a trace of judgment, just a neutral, professional tone, even somewhat paternalistic, as if his job was to normalize what felt to me like a shameful confession.

“If I may offer some advice,” he added while pulling up a small diagram on a tablet, “I’d put one here, at the entrance, another in the living room pointing toward the terrace—you’ll have a perfect view of the pool—and one more in the hallway. That’s enough to give you a complete map of entries and movements. The rest… is your decision. But if you’re going to spend three thousand euros, put them in the places you really want to monitor.”


	 


A little over a year earlier, when she wasn't yet living with me and I had no idea we had problems (because we really didn't have any—the only problem was that she did whatever she wanted without me knowing anything about her escapades), I'd walked right into her web like an idiot. I'd fallen so deeply in love that thinking about what I was going through at that moment was tearing me apart inside.

I was speechless. The betrayal hurt as if someone had sliced me open with a knife and rubbed salt in the wound.

Patricia was smart. She had to be, to have been deceiving me for who knows how long. I looked at the tablet in my hand—my face when I finished watching the footage must have been quite a sight. There she was, dressed the way she had on our honeymoon, getting ready to go out. She walked through the house with that confident stride that had fascinated me from the very first day I saw her.

I rewound the video again. The images played once more. She checked herself in the entryway mirror, unable to hide a small triumphant smile. She looked spectacular, with her hair down and a plunging neckline. The high-heeled sandals she was so fond of made her look taller and more slender. The doorbell must have rung, because she grabbed her purse and left. I switched cameras and watched carefully again. She walked out through the garden door with her confident, unmistakable style. A dark SUV was parked right outside. The make and license plate weren't visible. Someone was waiting for her. You could see her smiling as she moved out of the camera's range. I paused the video at the moment when they must have been kissing. It had to have been a long kiss, the kind between two people who want each other, and the last thing visible was her walking around the car and getting into the passenger seat with a radiant smile, completely at ease.

The camera didn't activate again until well past seven in the morning. She came in alone through the gate. She took longer than usual to open the front door. It was obvious she'd been drinking and was swaying slightly. Her hair was disheveled and her makeup smudged. My heart nearly stopped. Despite having no proof, it was clear she'd been out partying, and a thousand fears flooded my mind. There was no longer any doubt about what happened every time I went on a trip.

I looked around with a mixture of rage and helplessness. I was in a cold hotel room, surrounded by white walls and furniture made of some material that wasn't wood and didn't try to be. On the television, Romanian and international channels.

In the video, you could see her reaching our bedroom and throwing herself on the bed without even getting undressed. Her clumsy movements made it clear she was completely drunk.

The camera sensors didn't activate again until after two in the afternoon. Obviously, she hadn't gone to work. She got up and headed for the shower. The pitiful state she was in was painfully obvious. I hadn't placed any cameras inside the bathroom, so I couldn't see what she was doing, but it took her over an hour to come out. She wandered through the house listlessly. She made several phone calls, one lasting more than fifteen minutes. After that, everything went back to more or less normal.


	 


On Thursday around eight in the evening, I got home. Patricia was in our bedroom and came downstairs when she heard the door. I was in the living room, pouring myself a drink. I didn’t usually drink every day, and she noticed the huge glass of brandy I was filling.

“Hi, how was the trip?” She came close, touched my arm, and kissed me lightly at the corner of my mouth.

I looked at her. Accusations, insults, and rage raced through my mind. She looked at me, fear on her face.

“Is something wrong? Are you okay?”

“Is that supposed to be funny?” I couldn’t hold back, even though I’d promised myself a thousand times I’d stay in control.

“What the hell is wrong with you?”

“Are you sure there’s nothing you want to tell me? Or should tell me?”

Patricia sat down on the sofa. She stayed silent, pulled her legs up, and shook her head. She seemed like she didn’t understand what I was getting at. Or maybe she was buying time to come up with an excuse.

“You haven’t slept with anyone while I was gone?”

She looked at me like she couldn’t believe what I’d just asked.

“What the fuck are you insinuating?”

“I don’t know, Patricia. But lately you’ve been coming home at all hours, dressed like you’re going to some dinner or a party. Have you looked at yourself lately? You have a job where you’re around a lot of people. Young doctors with money. And I know you. You like the flirting, the attention. You like socializing and feeling desired. Don’t tell me you’re getting home at eleven at night after a meeting, because I’m not an idiot. I’d rather you tell me you were at a company party and had a few drinks, but don’t tell me you’re coming from work. I’m trusting, but I’m not stupid.”

“How can you think that? It hasn’t even crossed my mind to do something like that. Why would you think that? I haven’t been with anyone. I swear. You’re insulting me, Fer.”

She almost got to me, but the evidence was too overwhelming to let myself be fooled. What happened in Mexico, the footage from that same week of her leaving with a man and coming home at all hours, the string of small lies, the arrivals at ungodly hours, the coldness I sensed in her—these weren’t minor warning signs. They were proof of what was going on with Patricia.

She never wanted to talk about what happened on our honeymoon. She couldn’t have a serious conversation about it without throwing in some biting, hurtful comment. Not once since her return had she wanted to discuss it. All her concern, all her interest in my life, amounted to a “how did it go?” Those two words were all the attention she’d given me since I got back. All of that was too much for a simple promise to undo.

“Someone’s been filling your head with crap. I can’t believe this! How dare you? Who knows what bullshit they’ve been feeding you. And you, you complete idiot, you’re swallowing all of it. If I were sleeping with someone else, believe me, no one would ever find out. Do you think I’m stupid?”

I shook my head. I couldn’t believe her. She’d used up all her credibility with me. Her words didn’t reassure me in the slightest.

“What the fuck have they told you?” she said. There was nervousness in her voice, and she was starting to yell.

I told her about Monica’s call the day we got back from Mexico. She hadn’t been with her. She’d lied to me. I didn’t mention the stranger who’d picked her up at our front door—I didn’t want to reveal that I had cameras.

“That’s it? You’re throwing this fit because you think I wasn’t with Monica when we got back? Damn it, you’re an idiot!” she said, getting up from the sofa. “You’re an idiot. You’re accusing your wife of cheating over that?”

“Look, Patricia. There’s also what happened on the honeymoon. I was there. The night of the party, I saw how you threw yourself at Jon without the slightest shame, and I saw the way your eyes lit up. If they hadn’t turned down our invitation, you would’ve ended up with your legs spread.”

“Stop calling me Patri, damn it! You know perfectly well you forced that situation. I didn’t want to, and you insisted. Besides, I told you I felt like you were setting me up, and you denied it. So what is this if not a trap?”

We both fell silent and stared at each other like two boxers in the final round, standing in the corners of an imaginary ring.

“I need you to tell me why I constantly feel like you’re deceiving me. Even about the little things.”

“I can’t fight your feelings.”

“I want the truth,” I said. “Have you been fucking someone or not?”

“No! I already told you.” Her jaw dropped. She stared at me like she couldn’t believe I was even suggesting it.

“Would you even admit it?”

“No, I haven’t hooked up with anyone. Would you like it if I had?”

“Don’t be ridiculous!”

She stormed out, slamming the door behind her. The thought crossed my mind that our marriage was over.

It was pathetic: a grown man with money and a successful career, secretly recording his wife and still unable to tell her he had proof of her infidelities.

But that's what it had come to, that's who I was. Hiding from my wife because I couldn't get the image out of my head—her kissing another man in my own doorway. Fear wasn't the right word. Or maybe it was—fear of losing control. Me, the one who prided himself on self-control, on willpower, on doing whatever needed to be done no matter how hard. That's how I'd gotten where I was.

Really, I needed to think—that's what I told myself. That's why I'd been avoiding Patricia for days, using the Romania trip as an excuse, even though I could have easily come back Tuesday. I was a busy man, and she knew it.

I'd only been texting her. I didn't think I could hide the rage in my voice. And for a few seconds, I knew this was all a pointless charade. We'd married with separate finances, and there were no children (thank God). In the months we'd been married, we hadn't acquired anything of real value. I'd already talked to a lawyer. Nothing tied me to her—not emotionally, not financially.

I had to stop making excuses. It was getting pathetic, but I liked doing things right. I wanted definitive proof. I needed to prove to myself that despite how skilled she was at lying, I'd caught her. It was my sad little victory in a battle within a war I couldn't win.

I slept in the guest room. Patricia hadn't come home, but I couldn't be near her anyway. I knew this couldn't last. I woke up sweating, heart pounding like I'd just run a marathon. I grabbed my phone from the nightstand to check the time. Three in the morning. 3:04, to be exact.

The dream was still fresh in my mind. The dream that had woken me. It was the same one from the night before—Patricia having sex with several men in my office. In the dream, they were all laughing at me.

I was sweating—from the dream and the heat, I supposed. The sheets were stuck to my body. I got up and drank two glasses of water in a row. I stood staring at the window above the sink, in the darkness. I didn't want to go back to bed. I knew I wouldn't fall asleep again, not in that heat, not after that dream. I didn't feel like thinking either, turning things over in my head.

What I needed was to cool off and tire myself out. Physically exhaust myself.

I stepped out onto the terrace. The warm predawn air wrapped around me. A light breeze was blowing, but it was hot and muggy and did nothing to cool my skin.

The pool—I needed the pool, and that's where I was heading. At night, security lights came on around the edge so no one would fall in. The lights at the bottom stayed on too.

I just wanted to swim for a while and cool off. Do a few laps to tire myself out so I could sleep what little was left of the night before my alarm went off.

I looked back at the house. All the lights were off, no sign of life inside, so I had to assume she was still gone. Probably spending the night somewhere else. I tried not to imagine her in another man's bed, though honestly, I didn't care anymore.

I stripped off the shorts and t-shirt I'd slept in and left them at the edge of the pool.

I felt the cold water against my bare skin and was grateful for it. It was exactly what I needed. I closed my eyes as I slipped beneath the surface, trying not to make a sound.

I started swimming laps, back and forth across the pool, as quietly as I could—no splashing, slow and relaxed, diving under from time to time.

I tried to empty my mind and focused only on the water sliding over my skin. The silence of the night enveloped me, broken only by the soft sound of the water as I moved through it.

It was impossible to clear my mind. They say hate is more powerful than love, and it's true—even though you know deep down it destroys you, it generates a feeling that can keep you alive in the worst circumstances. I was living proof of that. Little by little, an idea formed in my head for how to claim my pyrrhic victory over her. If I played it right, she'd fall into the trap. It wasn't that I needed it for the divorce, but I needed it to quiet the hatred eating me up inside.


	 


I arrived at the office looking visibly exhausted. I hadn't managed more than two hours of sleep at a stretch all week. I couldn't help noticing Bea's worried expression as she watched me walk to my office and close the door. My dark circles must have given me away.

Beatriz came in without knocking, pushing the door open with her hip while balancing two cups of coffee. The rich aroma filled my office within seconds, mingling with the smell of paper and the open folders stacked on my desk.

“Don't even try,” she said, setting one of the cups in front of me. “Anyone can tell from a mile away something's wrong.”

I looked up, surprised by the firmness in her tone. Bea rarely used that voice with me—the voice of someone who wasn't going to take no for an answer. Her hair was pulled back haphazardly, a few loose strands falling across her forehead, yet she still had that disarming ease about her.

“Thanks for the coffee,” I murmured, not wanting to play along.

She dropped into the chair across from me, rested her elbow on the armrest, and fixed me with a stare.

“You're welcome. Now tell me—what's going on? You might be able to fool everyone else, but not me.”

I felt a lump in my throat. I raised the cup to my lips just to buy time, but the coffee was too hot and I had to set it back down. Bea didn't look away; it was like she was trying to see right through me.

“It's nothing,” I lied.

She let out a short, incredulous laugh and shook her head.

“Come on, Fernando. Have you seen yourself? Those bags under your eyes could carry groceries. You look like a ghost.”

Her comment hit harder than I wanted to admit.

“It's nothing, really,” I repeated, turning my chair slightly toward the window, as if the traffic outside could somehow get me out of this.

Bea drummed her fingers lightly on the desk, impatient.

“Are you trying to dodge me? Fernando, I know you. You've been here for days, but you're not really here. In meetings you barely say a word, and when you do, it's like you're not even hearing yourself. We've known each other for years. You're not fooling me.”

“Must be jet lag,” I managed, knowing how pathetic it sounded.

She leaned forward, closing the distance between us. Her tone softened, but grew even firmer:

“Don't treat me like I'm stupid. You don't get jet lag from Romania. Something serious is going on. And if you don't want to tell anyone else, at least tell me—maybe I can help.”

I stayed silent. The coffee steamed in my hands, but I barely noticed. A sharp stab of suppressed rage cut through my chest, tangled up with fear and exhaustion. I knew I could trust her. Bea and Tomás were people I trusted completely.

Bea waited. She didn't move, didn't push any further—just let the silence drown me.

Finally, I lowered my voice. It hurt to reveal a secret that should never have existed:

“Patricia is cheating on me.”

The echo of my own words left me cold. I'd never said it out loud before.

Bea blinked, surprised, but didn't look away.

“Are you sure?” she asked slowly, as if giving me the chance to take it back.

I nodded, feeling an unbearable weight pressing down on my shoulders. I swallowed before continuing. I could feel my pulse pounding in my temples, like my head was about to crack open.

“I put cameras in the house,” I confessed, ashamed, no longer able to meet her eyes.

Bea's eyes went wide.

“Cameras? What do you mean, cameras?”

I nodded, nervous, fidgeting with the cup.

“Yes… I had my suspicions, so I decided to put up cameras to be sure. Don't ask me how or why. I just… didn't trust her. Things weren't adding up. Absences, little lies, small details… so I did it.”

Bea watched me in silence, as if weighing every word.

“And Tuesday night,” I continued, my voice barely a whisper, “from the hotel… I checked the recordings. I saw a video. Patricia leaving the house. Someone waiting for her. They kissed. I couldn't make out who it was—the camera didn't catch it clearly—but it was a kiss… the kind that leaves no room for doubt.”

I closed my eyes for a moment, reliving the scene that had torn through me.

“She came back at dawn,” I added, barely above a whisper, “past seven. Drunk. She didn't even go to work the next day.”

Bea leaned back in her chair, her expression grave.

“God, Fer…” she murmured, pressing a hand to her forehead. “That's terrible.”

Bea lowered her gaze, toying with the wooden coffee stirrer as if it weighed a ton. An awkward silence settled over us, so thick I could hear the fluorescent light buzzing overhead.

“Fernando…” she began, hesitating. “I… there's something I should have told you before, but I didn't because I thought it was just idle gossip.”

I felt my stomach clench with dread.

“What is it?”

She took a deep breath, still not looking at me.

“The other day, at the coffee shop on the corner… I overheard Carlos talking with one of the interns. At first I wasn’t paying attention, but then… I heard them talking about you and Patricia. Well, to be completely honest, I didn’t hear your names, but they were talking about ‘the boss.’ I figured they meant you two, since I doubt they’d be talking about Bernardos and his wife. They’re practically retirement age.”

I froze.

“What were they doing talking about us?”

Bea nodded nervously, finally meeting my eyes.

“They were speaking quietly, but not quietly enough. Carlos was telling the intern something about ‘nights with the boss’s wife’… and he laughed. He said the poor thing was so neglected with all the travel, and he’d offered to comfort her.”

Bea lowered her gaze, embarrassed.

“Carlos was bragging about how passionate the woman was. He asked the intern if he knew her, and the guy said no, but he’d love to meet her… You can imagine the tone of the conversation.”

My heart pounded violently. My hands were shaking on the table.

“Are you sure about what you heard?” I asked, though the answer hardly mattered anymore—just imagining it was tearing me apart.

Bea nodded again, slowly.

“I didn’t want to believe it—maybe it was someone else, or just Carlos running his mouth, you know how he is. I thought it might be an exaggeration, some stupid locker-room talk. But now, with what you’ve told me about the video…” she paused and lowered her voice, “…I’m afraid it all fits together too well.”

I felt the ground crumbling beneath my feet. The idea of Patricia with anyone was painful enough, but with someone from the office—with Carlos—it became a maze I couldn’t find my way out of. I sat there in silence, shaking my head.

“No, Bea… it can’t be. Not Carlos. That’s impossible,” I said, my voice barely a whisper, as if saying it enough times could make it true.

But then it hit me like a bolt of lightning: two specific nights. Carlos at my house. Late, almost dawn. The perfect excuse: finishing the damn bid documents for Romania.

The first time, Patricia had appeared with a tray of coffee, flashing that sensual smile of hers. The second time, I could have sworn she lingered in the living room while I was printing documents in my office.

Details I’d overlooked at the time, or dismissed as meaningless—because they were meaningless—but now… now they felt like knife wounds of suspicion.

I buried my face in my hands. The air in the office felt suffocating.

“God…” I murmured, barely audible. “What if it was then? What if they did it right under my nose? That bastard… I’m the one who told him to come over to finish the holiday bid.”

Bea watched me with a mixture of compassion and rage.

“Fernando… I don’t want to hurt you any more than I already have, but don’t ignore the signs. Something’s clearly off.”

A wave of shame washed over me. It was as if my entire world had shifted in an instant, leaving me alone to face the truth: I’d been blind.

Bea stayed quiet for a few seconds, weighing each word before speaking. Finally, she looked at me with a seriousness I’d rarely seen from her.

“What are you going to do?” she asked, her voice almost a whisper.

I felt a lump in my throat. I wanted to respond firmly, but all that came out was a broken murmur:

“I don’t know. It’s not that simple.”

I ran my hand through my hair, exhausted, searching for some sliver of clarity.

“First I need to be sure. I can’t just accuse her… or him… without proof. That would be a shot in the dark,” I added, as if trying to convince myself more than her. “And I’m humiliated enough already without being wrong about this.”

Bea lowered her gaze, playing with the cardboard coffee cup.

“I understand…” she said slowly.

I leaned toward her, lowering my voice as if someone might be listening.

“But I need you to promise me something, Bea. Absolute discretion. Not a word to anyone. This stays here.”

She looked up, a gleam of determination in her eyes.

“Of course. You have my word.”

I left the office with no destination in mind. I didn’t want to take the car. I needed to walk, to feel the cold of the afternoon, not caring if the rain soaked me through—as if the water could wash away the storm raging inside me. The drops beat against my shoulders, slid down my face, and mingled with the burning in my sleepless eyes.

I felt like a complete failure. Not just as a husband, but as a man. I’d let suspicion grow until it became a monster, and at the same time, I’d been unable to protect what I once dreamed would be a home. Where had I lost myself? Was it on the honeymoon, when I let that game with Jon and Itziar crack something open? Or further back, when I chose not to see the signs? No. I wasn’t guilty—except of loving her too much, of trying to please her beyond all reason.

I kept telling myself it had all been for love, for the desire to experiment, for trust… but in that moment, standing in the rain, all I could see was a trail of lies that left me exposed and vulnerable.

I stopped in front of a shuttered shop window, catching my reflection in the glass—a man I barely recognized. Suit soaked, tie hanging loose, eyes hollow. He didn't look like me. He looked like a man who'd been beaten.

Then, amid the splashing of puddles and the low hum of passing cars, I heard my name.

“Fernando! Fer!”

I turned, bewildered, and there he was—Mateo. One of my best friends, one of the true ones, whom circumstances—work, distance, life itself—had kept away for too long. He was running toward me with a smile of genuine surprise, as if fate had decided to throw me a lifeline in the middle of my shipwreck. Given the state I was in, I wasn't thrilled about seeing anyone, but the warmth of his embrace and the sincerity in his eyes tore down every barrier I'd been building around myself.

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 shelter. He simply looked at me after listening in silence for more than half an hour.

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

Just like that. No emphasis. I stared at him, not understanding. He went on, his voice steady:

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

I sat in silence for a few moments, my eyes fixed on him. Then he made his offer.

“Go to my house in Galicia. You can stay as long as you want. The place is sitting empty. Pay me a token rent and everyone's happy.”

“I appreciate it, Mateo. That's very generous of you,” I answered almost automatically, though I wasn't really considering it.

“It's nothing, man. I just don't like what I see… I always thought your wife wasn't right for you… She was too superficial. Too hung up on keeping up appearances.”

“And too fond of getting into other people's beds…” I said bitterly.

Mateo looked away but said nothing. There's not much you can say to a man who openly admits his wife is cheating on him.

“Let me think about it.”

“Sure, but decide soon, or you never will…”

And in that instant, with the rain falling around us, I felt something was about to change. We said goodbye with a long embrace and a promise to call each other in a few days.

I went back to the office with my suit still damp from the rain. The hallway seemed longer than usual, and the clatter of keyboards was unbearable. I opened my office door and shut myself inside.

I dropped heavily into my chair. I pulled out my personal phone, and there they were—the photos from our honeymoon in Mexico. Patricia's smile looked so natural. I searched for some sign, something that might have foreshadowed everything that came after. When did it all fall apart? At what turn in this life we'd built together did I stop being enough for Patricia?

I wondered if I'd been too rigid, too obsessed with work, with deadlines, with numbers. Maybe I'd neglected the simplest thing: really looking at her, listening to her without my mind drifting to the next meeting. And in bed? That question burned more than any other. Had I been a clumsy lover? A mechanical man going through the motions without passion, convinced that true love lies in constancy rather than the madness of bodies?

Patricia… she had always craved spark, risk, even pain. I, on the other hand, had perhaps only offered her stability, certainty. Was it inevitable that she'd look elsewhere for what I couldn't give her? Or had I simply never been capable of igniting her fire?

I tried to remember our first nights together, the endless kisses in the car, the plans sketched on bar napkins. There was no lack of desire back then, no shortage of words. What died first? Her passion or my trust?

What tore me apart most was the image of her with another man… not so much the act itself, but what it meant. Her laughter, her eyes closed, that surrender she no longer offered me. The betrayal wasn't in the intimate giving of herself to someone else—it was written on her skin.

And then I asked myself: can a man blame himself for not being someone else? For not having Jon's insolence, Carlos's youth, or the audacity of some stranger who made her feel alive for a single night? Or was she the one who never wanted to accept who I really was?

The truth is, even if I wanted to, I couldn't point to an exact moment. There's no single crack; it's a labyrinth of small surrenders, silences, routines that wore away at us until one day everything collapsed. And I, blind as I was, never saw it coming.

But I refuse to chalk up her behavior to some supposed inability to satisfy her. I consider myself more than an adequate lover. This isn't wishful thinking—it's a certainty built over years. My previous partners never seemed disappointed. And if any of them faked it, they did a damn good job, because certain details can't be faked.

The trembling, the spasms, the way they'd dig their nails into my back or arch their bodies wanting more… those things can't be faked. Neither can that hunger with which, after finishing, they'd reach for me again without waiting long. I know it. I lived it. I felt it. It was real.

That's why I'm struggling so much now to accept the idea that Patricia, my wife, went looking in another bed for what she theoretically had with me. Wasn't she satisfied? Didn't I make her tremble? Or maybe it wasn't pleasure she was after, but something else… that adrenaline I never knew how—or never wanted—to give her?

It was torture thinking that for her, sex with me might have become routine, a formality between dinner and sleep. That my hands no longer held the urgency, the spark, the madness of those early days. But then, what was the truth? That I'd stopped exciting her? Or that she needed to feel the thrill of transgression, of breaking the rules, of knowing she was desired by someone who wasn't me?

When I looked up from those thoughts, there was Beatriz, standing by the door. She was watching me with a hint of sadness in her eyes.

I motioned for her to sit and got straight to the point:

“Bea, I need your help.”

She looked at me steadily, without a trace of surprise. Maybe she'd been expecting it.

“What can I do for you?” she asked, with that mix of firmness and warmth that was so typical of her.

I ran a hand through my still-damp hair and lowered my voice as if someone might be listening on the other side of the door.

“I want to catch them, Bea. Patricia and Carlos. Assumptions and rumors aren't enough. I need proof—something that leaves no room for doubt, once and for all.”

For a moment, silence hung between us. She let out a sigh and sat down across from me, folding her hands on her knees.

“You know you can always count on me. For anything,” she said at last. “I'll help you with whatever you need. But, Fernando…” her eyes clouded with concern. “Are you sure this is the right path? Surveillance, setting a trap… You might only end up hurting yourself more.”

I stared at the window, avoiding her eyes. Her words echoed in my head, but the image of Patricia kissing someone who could be Carlos was stronger than any warning.

“I don't have a choice,” I replied, my voice barely above a whisper. “I need the truth. Whatever it costs and whatever it turns out to be.”

Bea nodded slowly, like someone who knows they can't stop a person in free fall.

“I want you to do something for me,” I said, leaning toward her, my tone low and controlled.

Bea raised an eyebrow, waiting.

“I need you to let the whole office know I'm going on a trip next week. Make sure it's clear, especially to Carlos.”

She studied me for a few seconds, as if trying to figure out how far my plan went.

“And the reason for the trip?” she asked cautiously.

“Romania,” I answered without thinking. “Tell them I need to finalize several details with the subcontractors and review the local Health and Safety regulations. It's partly true, though these are things I already have in progress—but they don't know that. You ask them to move up the steel structure measurements as much as possible. I want it ready for my 'return.'”

Bea pressed her lips together.

“In other words, Carlos should believe you'll be away all week.”

I nodded.

“Exactly. If Patricia and he…” my voice trembled, but I continued. “If they think I'm in Romania, they'll think they have all the time in the world. That'll be when they let their guard down.”

Bea rested her elbows on the table, leaning toward me.

“Fernando, this isn't just a personal matter anymore. You're using company resources, the people who work with you, to set a trap for them. If this reaches Management, you're going to have a problem.”

“I know,” I admitted, looking at her with exhaustion-reddened eyes. “But I still need to do this. And don't worry about yourself—you're just following my instructions.”

She remained silent for a moment, and finally nodded slowly.

“All right. I'll take care of spreading the word. No one will suspect anything. The truth is, right now it's perfectly believable.”

In that moment, I realized just how much I was putting on the line: my marriage, my job, my own peace of mind. But there was no turning back now.

The moment Bea left, I dialed Human Resources. Rain was beating against my office windows, and the hum of the fluorescent light overhead made the silence feel more oppressive.

“Human Resources, how can I help you?” Marisa answered in her neutral tone—she was the department head.

“Hey, gorgeous. It's Fernando Castellanos. I need you to prepare something… delicate for me.” I paused. “It's about my department. I need to know the exact contract terms for everyone under my supervision. Seniority, job category, gross annual salary… everything. And I also need you to calculate roughly what a wrongful termination would cost for each of them.”

“Damn, what's going on?”

“Nothing's going on. I just want to have the information on hand. It's internal planning data.”

Silence on the other end. I could almost imagine her frowning.

“What you're asking for is very sensitive information. Are you sure nothing's happening?”

“No. You have my word. And… Marisa, do me a favor,” I added to reassure her. “Of course, include me as well.”

“Okay, Fernando. I'll have it for you sometime next week. Today's already Friday, and it'll take me a while to pull together all the calculations,” she replied, her tone guarded in case I pushed for it sooner.

“In that case, give me the numbers for… I don't know, anyone. Carlos Espinosa, for example. I want to get an idea. He's been with us three years, right? With Carlos's data, I can get a sense of the rest.” I did everything I could to make my request sound like a routine contingency report.

Marisa sighed.

“All right, let's see… According to his contract, he's listed as chief project engineer, with a gross salary of 42,000 euros a year. He's had seniority since May, three years ago. Under Spanish labor law, if it were an unfair dismissal, he'd be entitled to thirty-three days' salary per year worked, with a maximum of twenty-four monthly payments.”

I heard her typing on a calculator, but I beat her to it:

“About 11,500,” I said quickly.

“Exactly. It would be approximately 11,500 euros in severance, plus the prorated portion of bonus pay and unused vacation. Under the old law, it would've been much more, but after the reform…”

I nodded in silence. It was a significant amount, but manageable if my suspicions proved true.

“Thanks, Marisa. And please—I don't think I need to tell you this is absolutely confidential.”

“Of course. If word gets out about what you're asking, there's going to be hell to pay,” she said, her tone a mix of professionalism and slight discomfort. “But Fernando… make sure you want to open that door.”

“Marisa, I don't want to open any door. I'm a department head, and I want to know everything I can about the people who report to me. It's standard practice in team management.”

“I understand. Will Tuesday work?”

“Tuesday works.”

“Tuesday it is, then.”

I wished her a good weekend and she did the same. I hung up without another word. I already knew my weekend wasn't going to be pleasant.

I sat for a few seconds staring at the dark computer screen. My fingers drummed on the desk with a nervousness I found unbearable. I took a deep breath, grabbed my phone, and typed a message to Patricia—the next step in my strategy. It couldn't sound cold or accusatory; it had to sound like a truce.

“Sorry about yesterday. We need to talk, but we need to calm down first. Next week I'm going to Romania until Friday. If you want, we can talk when I get back. Patricia, even if you don't believe it, I love you.”

I stared at the words on the screen. It was a measured message—almost an apology, showing vulnerability, but at the same time planting the idea that I'd be away from home for days. A trap wrapped in affection.

I sent it. The double blue check appeared within seconds. But there was no response.

I felt a hollowness in my stomach—a mixture of contained rage and an increasingly sharp suspicion. What had been doubts were beginning to turn into certainties.

As soon as I sent the message, I opened my laptop. I couldn't waste time. I knew the key to everything was discretion and staying close enough to react at the slightest movement.

I searched for hotels less than fifteen minutes from home, with easy access to the highways. I booked a room at a nondescript hotel near an industrial park on the Colmenar highway. No luxuries, but everything I needed: good internet for working, a large desk, and room service. Most importantly, it was three minutes from the northern junction of Madrid.

As the booking confirmation landed in my inbox, a strange sensation ran through me. It was a mixture of cold triumph and a bitter pang of personal defeat. I had turned my marriage into a trap, my home into a surveillance operation, and my wife into a suspect.

When I left the office, I headed home. Patricia hadn't returned, which was preferable—I didn't feel like seeing her at all. I entered with a sense of urgency, almost as if I were hiding from her in my own house. Inside, I was a whirlwind of nerves. I packed a light suitcase with just enough for a few days: clothes, a few changes of underwear, basic toiletries. I didn't want it to look like I was fleeing, but like someone leaving on a business trip.

As I was leaving, I decided to reinforce the message I'd sent her on WhatsApp. On the living room desk, on a blank sheet of paper, I wrote in my clearest, most careful handwriting:

“Patricia, after yesterday, I think it's better if we don't see each other this weekend. We need to calm down and reflect. If you still love me, I hope you'll be willing to talk next Friday.

Fer.”

I folded the note carefully and left it in plain sight on the table, where she couldn't miss it. As I closed the door behind me, a strange sensation washed over me. It wasn't a goodbye, nor a reconciliation; it was bait—the last piece of the game I was setting up.

As I walked to the car, suitcase in hand, I told myself that now—finally—the board was set.

	 


Monday morning, my stomach still in knots from so many sleepless nights, I received a text from Beatriz:

“Carlos called to say he's sick with a fever and won't be able to come in. Stay alert.”

I stared at my phone for a few seconds, as if the letters might rearrange themselves into a different explanation. But no. There it was: “fever,” the perfect excuse.

My heart lurched—a sharp beat that shot through my chest. I rushed to turn on the laptop and, with trembling hands, pulled up the home cameras.

The image appeared almost immediately: Patricia was still in bed, half sitting up, disheveled hair falling over her face, holding her phone with a calm that grated on my nerves. She was talking with a conspiratorial smile. She bit her lower lip as she listened, playing with a strand of hair the way she always did when she was excited or nervous.

I cursed out loud. I cursed myself for not installing the microphones. I cursed my own stupidity. Seeing without hearing was torture—a sentence of silent images. Right in front of me was living proof that something was happening… and at the same time, nothing concrete that could tell me exactly what, though you didn’t have to be a genius to figure it out.

The silence of the hotel room became unbearable. The faint hum of the laptop fan was giving me a headache. I stared at the screen with clenched teeth, trying to decipher the name I couldn’t hear but suspected—Carlos—in the curve of her smile, in the brightness of her eyes.

The entire world shrank to those pixels, to that woman who had once sworn to love me and who now, right before my eyes, was denying me the certainty I so desperately needed.

Patricia ended the call and set her phone on the nightstand with a light, almost careless gesture. But her face belied the apparent calm: there was a different brightness in her eyes, a nervousness I knew well—the same look that appeared before an important date or a surprise she wanted to hide.

She sat up slowly, stretching her arms as if her body felt heavy after a bad night’s sleep. She ran a hand through her hair and walked toward the bathroom. Those sensual steps that excited and infuriated me at the same time. The hallway camera caught her seconds later, opening the door, disappearing inside. I watched, absorbed yet powerless, feeling like an intruder in my own life.

A few eternal minutes passed. Then the image captured her again: she emerged wrapped in a towel, skin still damp, walking unhurried toward the bedroom. She opened the closet and stood there for a long time, studying her options, choosing clothes as if she were going to an interview or an important event. It wasn’t the automatic gesture of someone dressing out of routine: she paused, pulled out a set of black lingerie, held it up to the mirror, and put it back. Then another in turquoise, which apparently didn’t convince her either. Finally she pulled out a purple set. None of them looked familiar. She’d certainly never worn them with me, as if they were reserved for someone else. I could imagine the selection process in her head: “Which one looks better on me? Which one will he like more?”

Finally she chose a sheer burgundy negligee that I didn’t remember her ever wearing with me either. She tried it on in front of the mirror, turning sideways, running her hand over the fabric at her hip with an instinctive gesture of vanity. My stomach churned. She put on black thigh-high stockings without a garter belt, and finally, the inevitable heels.

Next would come the makeup ritual, I figured. The bedroom camera didn’t let me see inside the bathroom, but I imagined her performing the usual ritual in front of the mirror: applying foundation with patience, lining her eyes with a watchmaker’s precision. She would pause several times to study herself up close, leaning toward the mirror as if seeking perfection in every stroke. When she emerged from the bathroom, she wasn’t the Patricia of Sundays, makeup-free and comfortable; she was the Patricia who wanted to seduce, who transformed into a dazzling woman.

Meanwhile, I felt a mixture of rage and pain burning inside me. No one can imagine what it’s like to watch your wife getting ready to give herself to another man. Who was all that flirtatious display for? I was sure Carlos was about to arrive.

She adjusted the straps of her high-heeled sandals. Then she went to the dresser and rummaged through one of the drawers. She pulled out something small—I couldn’t identify what—and left it on the nightstand. She leaned toward the mirror one last time. And then she smiled. A brief, fleeting smile, but charged with an energy I hadn’t seen directed at me in a long time.

I sat frozen, staring at the screen, my throat dry. It was obvious she was going to meet someone. And I knew exactly who. I got up immediately and grabbed the car keys. I rushed out of the hotel room.

The roar of the engine blended with the pounding in my temples. The car devoured the asphalt like an animal unleashed, and I gripped the steering wheel with white knuckles, aware that every second counted, that every kilometer was carrying me further from sanity. I didn’t see other cars or traffic lights; only one thought hammered in my head: get there. Get there and confirm she was cheating on me. It was ironic. In that victory would lie the pitiful evidence of my own defeat.

The rearview mirror reflected a face I didn’t recognize. Reddened eyes, clenched jaw, the tense expression of a man who had lost control of his life. “Where had I failed?” I thought over and over. But the roar of the engine drowned out any attempt at an answer.

I accelerated even more, as if I could outrun time, as if my fury could change the course of events. Every curve was a punch to the gut, every brake a reminder that while I was bleeding out on the asphalt, back home Patricia was preparing to give herself away.

The contrast was unbearable: the violence of the road against the erotic delicacy of a bedroom that was no longer mine. The camera, unfeeling, didn’t understand emotions. It only showed the truth. A truth dressed in satin.

I parked about a hundred meters from the house’s front gate, behind a dumpster. I turned off the engine and settled in to wait. Meanwhile, on my phone screen, the cold camera kept broadcasting a spectacle that cut through me like a knife. Patricia was no longer wearing the burgundy outfit she’d put on minutes before. She’d changed again—chasing perfection, I suppose, to seduce her lover. Now she wore a red lingerie set, the kind you don’t put on casually but with devastating purpose. The bra highlighted her tan skin, the garter belt hugged her thighs with brazen boldness, and new heels gleamed like a statement of intent. This lingerie was more provocative, sending a clearer message of what was about to happen.

She moved with an almost ceremonial calm, as if every gesture had been rehearsed. The mirror caught her fingers touching up her lipstick, the fleeting smile as she checked the result, the tilt of her head as she adjusted the strap. She wasn't waiting for her husband. That much was clear. This ritual was for someone else.

Though it was barely eleven in the morning, Patricia appeared on camera with a bottle of champagne in her hand. She held it with infuriating ease, as if opening champagne in our bedroom were the most normal thing in the world. I watched her walk with slow, almost feline steps toward the nightstand. She set down two glasses—already prepared in advance—and for a moment, studied herself again in the full-length mirror. She ran a hand along her thigh, checked the fit of her garter belt, and gave herself a brief, knowing smile.

“You leave nothing to chance…” I murmured through clenched teeth, feeling rage pool in the pit of my stomach.

The camera, relentless, showed me how much the betrayal she was preparing excited her. Every detail thought out, every movement calculated—a cruel reminder that Patricia wasn't just cheating on me: she was enjoying every second of it.

Ten minutes later, the rumble of an engine made my heart lurch. A dark gray Range Rover appeared at the end of the street, approaching with a calm that contrasted with the chaos inside me. I recognized it instantly. No doubt about it. Carlos.

I watched him park right in front of our door, as if that house were as much his as mine. He got out of the car with the poise of someone who knows exactly what's waiting for him. Rolled-up sleeves, an air of confidence, the arrogance of a young man who has it all.

He rang the doorbell. A few seconds of waiting. And then, the image I would never forget: the door opening, Patricia greeting him. I couldn't hear what they said, but I didn't need to. The way he looked at her, the way her body leaned toward him, the hand that brushed his arm… it was the perfect choreography of two lovers who already knew each other far too well.

I closed my eyes, trying to brace myself for what I was about to see. It was going to hurt—I knew it. In that instant, I was no longer just a betrayed husband. I was a man trapped between the urge to burst in and destroy everything, and the need to watch every last second of that macabre performance.

The hallway camera captured every detail of her betrayal. Patricia took him by the hand the moment she closed the door and, without hesitation, led him toward our bedroom. She guided him without the slightest hint of guilt. In her other hand, she carried the champagne bottle—an obscene symbol of celebration.

Carlos walked with infuriating confidence, as if those walls weren't the walls of my house, as if he knew that hallway as well as I did. In an instant, he pinned her against the wall and kissed her with barely restrained violence, like a man who'd been promising himself this moment for weeks. She responded with the same fire, holding nothing back, as if that kiss had been more anticipated than any caress I'd ever given her.

My eyes burned. I clenched my teeth until I tasted metal. Not yet. I had to wait a little longer.

Patricia laughed, throwing her head back at something Carlos said. I was sure it was about me. It was a brief, bright laugh that cut through my chest like a knife. Then she led him toward the bed.

Patricia threw herself onto the bed and spread her legs without a trace of shame. Her gaze was intense, hungry. The lens captured the contrast of her tan body against the white sheets, the pop of the cork hitting the floor, the champagne filling the glasses that barely touched their lips before Carlos threw himself on top of her.

She received him with a muffled, almost animal moan that tore at me more than any blow could have. No sound was needed to know that passion was exploding between them. Her hands sought him hungrily, desperately, as if her life depended on that contact. This was the Patricia she'd never shown me: unleashed, voracious, burning with desire.

I stood frozen. My breath came in short, painful gasps. Rage clouded my vision, but I couldn't look away. It was like being chained in front of a bonfire where they were throwing everything that was mine.

The intertwined bodies, skin against skin, the brutal rhythm of her surrender… Every second was a hammer blow. There was no room for doubt, no escape: she was betraying me with absolute shamelessness, in my own bed, on my own sheets.

And there I was, on the other side of the screen, nothing more than a humiliated spectator, a man reduced to ashes.

In a burst of rage, I got out of the car and headed toward the gate. I opened it without making a sound and walked toward the door. On my phone screen, that scene of unbridled lust continued playing live. I knew with absolute certainty that I was witnessing the demolition of my life.

Rage clouded my vision. I opened the door gently to avoid any sound that might alert them. I didn't need the phone anymore to see what was happening, so I slipped it into my pocket. Besides, now I could hear the moans, the whispers, and the laughter.

Through the mirror I could see Patricia arching beneath him. The red garter belt, which just minutes ago had been a teasing adornment, was now the obscene frame of a body surrendered completely. Carlos didn't hesitate for a second: with firm, urgent hands, he stripped off her underwear like someone tearing away unnecessary wrapping. She looked at him with an intensity she'd never shown me, lips parted, asking for more, begging for more.

The mirror reflected every detail: the wet sound of kisses, the labored breathing, the rhythmic banging of the headboard against the wall. Patricia moaned in a tone I didn't recognize, almost foreign, as if another woman inhabited her body. She wasn't my wife; she was a voracious lover, surrendered to a passion that left no room for doubt.

Carlos gripped her firmly by the hips, dominating her, and she responded with movements that pierced my soul: sharp thrusts, twisting hips, nails digging into his back. There was no trace of tenderness, no room left for love—only raw, savage sex, a primal flood that turned my bed into a stage for my humiliation.

“More, more…” I heard her moan, as she clung to him like she wanted to dissolve into his body.

I held my breath, unable to look away. Pain mixed with corrosive rage, and yet there was something even worse: the certainty that Patricia, my wife, was enjoying herself like she never had with me. But I knew immediately that the pleasure didn't come from the sex itself. No. It was the adrenaline of betrayal, of deception. The thrill of being in my house, in my bed, with one of my employees. This wasn't a clumsy affair or a casual fling; it was pure desire, unchecked, without guilt.

The champagne sat forgotten on the nightstand, bubbling silently, while they lost themselves in a frantic rhythm, holding nothing back. Gasps filled the room. She screamed, he answered with increasingly violent thrusts, and the camera captured it all—merciless, unrelenting.

And then I knew it was coming: Patricia arched her entire body, back curved, mouth open in a scream that traveled the distance and pierced my chest. The orgasm shook her with brutal force, and I saw it all. I saw what no man should ever see his wife do: reach the peak of pleasure in another man's arms.

The air in the room was thick, heavy with sweat, cheap perfume, and spilled champagne. I stepped forward steadily, though inside I was reeling. I slammed the door shut behind me.

Carlos was the first to react: he leaped out of bed like an animal startled by a gunshot. His bare torso glistened with sweat, and his eyes showed a mixture of bewilderment and fear.

Patricia, on the other hand, scrambled to cover herself with the sheet. Her face was flushed, her hair plastered to her forehead, and her labored breathing betrayed her more than any evidence could. She stared at me wide-eyed, unable to speak.

I stayed silent for a few seconds, savoring their discomfort, that raw panic written on their faces. I needed them to understand what they had done. To taste it the way I had tasted every second of that betrayal.

“In my bed…” I finally said, my voice lower than I expected. “In our bed.”

Patricia opened her mouth, but only a choked sound came out, as if the words had lodged in her throat.

Carlos tried to compose himself, puffing out his chest as if his youth gave him the right to stand up to me. But his eyes betrayed him; he knew perfectly well there was no escape.

“It's not what it looks like…” he dared to say, and the words landed like an insult.

I let out a bitter laugh, a broken sound that didn't feel like mine. I reached into my jacket pocket and pulled out my phone. I held it up in front of their faces.

“I saw everything,” I spat, each word like a lash. “Every damn moan. Every caress. Every orgasm. Want me to put it on the living room TV so we can review the performance together?”

Patricia stared at me, terrified, tears welling in her eyes. Carlos hung his head in defeat, and for an instant the silence became unbearable.

I approached the bed slowly. I could hear my own heartbeat pounding in my temples.

On my nightstand sat two lines of white powder I hadn't seen them prepare.

“I see you're not denying yourselves anything,” I said sarcastically. “Coke? You're right, Carlos, it's clearly not what it looks like. I'll give you that. Now get out of here before I beat you to death…”

The silence in the room became a wall, so thick you could cut it with a knife.

Carlos, his face still red with tension, got to his feet clumsily, hastily gathering his crumpled clothes from the floor. I barely moved. I watched him the way you watch an intruder who no longer has any power: a nuisance that needed to disappear.

“You and I will talk…” I spat, my voice deep and hoarse, almost alien to me.

He didn't respond. Just nodded, pressing his lips together. The words seemed trapped in his throat. He dressed hurriedly, fumbling with buttons on trembling fingers, trying to recover some impossible dignity. When he finished, he walked past me. The brush of his shoulder against mine was barely perceptible, but it shot through me like an electric current. I didn't even look at him. And he, without daring to raise his head, left.

The bedroom door stayed ajar, and the echo of his footsteps faded down the hallway. Then it was just the two of us.

Patricia was still in bed. The red lingerie lay beside her, insulting evidence of what had just happened. But desire was gone from her eyes. For the first time since I'd known her, I saw something I'd never imagined: fear. A raw, naked fear that made her seem smaller, more fragile.

She watched me in silence, breathing hard, as if waiting for me to explode, to scream, to destroy her with words or something worse. But I did none of that. I just stood there, motionless, watching her with a tense calm that didn't feel like mine. She clutched the sheet to her chest, staring at me like a cornered animal, wide-eyed, not knowing whether to speak or stay silent.

I walked to the nightstand and swept the cocaine off with one swipe.

I leaned toward her, just barely, just enough that she couldn't look away.

“You'll hear from me.”

I didn't raise my voice. I didn't need to. The coldness of those four words filled the room more than any scream could have. She shrank beneath the sheet, unable to respond.

I turned and walked toward the door without looking back.

The metallic click of the latch closing behind me was the epitaph of our marriage.


Epilogue

The doorbell rang insistently. Patricia, still in her robe, reluctantly opened the door. On the landing stood a woman with a folder and a serious-looking man behind her.

“Mrs. Patricia Nuñez?”

“Yes, that’s me. What do you want?”

“Legal notification. You are hereby notified.”

They placed the envelope in her hand. Patricia signed almost without looking and closed the door. It had all happened in a matter of seconds. She tore open the envelope with nervous hands and began to read. As she read on, the blood drained from her face.

“Eviction proceedings for precarious occupancy.

You are hereby required, within the non-extendable period of FIFTEEN DAYS, to voluntarily vacate the property located at the Urbanization...

You may only remove your personal effects, defined as clothing and items of intimate or strictly individual use.

Furniture, household goods, and other movable property shall remain at the disposal of the new owner.

In case of non-compliance, eviction will proceed with the assistance of law enforcement, a locksmith, and judicial deposit.

Failure to vacate the dwelling within the aforementioned period will result in forcible eviction by law enforcement.”

Her stomach lurched. Her breathing quickened.

“No... this can’t be...” she whispered, but it quickly turned into a shout. “This can’t be happening, damn it!”

With trembling hands, she dialed Fernando’s number. He answered after several rings.

“What is it?” His voice sounded cold, distant.

“I just got a fucking eviction notice! What the hell did you do, Fernando?”

A brief silence, as if he were savoring the moment, and then his voice, sharp as a slap:

“I sold the house.”

Patricia was speechless for a moment.

“You sold it? Just like that, without telling me? Are you out of your mind?”

Fernando let out a bitter laugh.

“I don’t owe you any explanations. The house was mine. Remember? Separate property. You were busy screwing other guys while I worked, Patricia. Well, now you’re out on the street.”

“What the fuck...? I can’t even take my stuff?” she whispered, the lump in her throat giving way to a scream. “You son of a bitch! You’re a fucking son of a bitch!” she shrieked, her voice cracking with fury and fear.

“No, Patricia,” Fernando replied, his tone icy. “The son of a bitch is the one who crawled into my wife’s bed. And you, sweetheart, are the whore who spread her legs for him.”

The line went dead. Patricia pressed the phone against her chest, the crumpled notice in her other hand, feeling the air leave her lungs. The kitchen floor seemed to sink beneath her feet. For the first time, she understood what it truly meant to be alone: no husband, no lover, no home.

THE END
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📖 “Want more stories this intense? Check out Red Lines, available on Kindle Unlimited.”

Susana and Mario have what looks like the perfect life: a solid marriage, financial stability, and shared dreams. But cracks start to form when Susana, lured by the promise of a luxurious adventure, crosses lines she never thought she would.

In Brazil, surrounded by opulent yachts, wild parties, and a couple as seductive as they are dangerous, Susana discovers a side of herself she never knew existed, while Mario grapples with the devastation of betrayal. Desire, guilt, and the yearning for deeper connection pull them into a spiral of extreme choices that will test the very foundations of their love and their 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 brimming with sensuality, pain, and hope.
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📖 “Want more stories just as intense? Discover The Price of My Nights, available on Kindle Unlimited.”

Sex has become my drug because it's the only part of my life where I feel powerful, competent, and desired unconditionally. At work I feel insecure; as a mother I feel guilty; as an ex-wife I feel like a traitor. But in bed (or on the floor, or against the wall) I'm a goddess. And that's addictive.

Sex therapy would help me understand that having a high libido doesn't make me a slut. I'm not a nymphomaniac. It's much simpler than all that. It's simply part of who I am now that I've woken up. Learning to enjoy sex.

Working through the guilt and shame I've carried since my Catholic upbringing, since marriage, since a society that punishes women who enjoy themselves. Rebuilding a healthy sexuality, or unhealthy if I damn well please. So what? Who gets to say what healthy sexuality is and what it isn't? Who draws the line between decent and indecent?

I want to be able to say “yes” when I want to and “no” when I don't, without feeling like I'm losing something. To integrate my role as a mother with my role as a sexual woman. Because one doesn't have to cancel out the other. I know I'm not going back to who I was before: the woman who faked her moans. That woman no longer exists. I want to be someone who loves herself, who respects herself, who enjoys sex. Who can be a loving mother by day and a passionate woman by night, without one part killing the other.

I'm beautiful. I'm hot, would be more accurate. I see it when I look in the mirror. I saw it in Kike's eyes the first time he saw me. I saw it in how Victor devoured me with his gaze. I saw it on Susi's face that drunken night, when she told me, “you're gorgeous even when you're throwing up.”
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📖 “Want more stories just as intense? Discover Tale of a Betrayal.”

Quique and Cristina built a love that seemed unbreakable. He, a tireless lawyer who dreamed of becoming a partner at the prestigious firm where he worked. She, a beautiful and seductive professional. An ideal couple.

But beneath the surface of that perfect life, something cracks. One night, opening Cristina's closet in search of a memory or simply her scent, Quique finds something that wasn't meant for him: a provocative dress, a handwritten note in unmistakable handwriting. There's no signature on the note, but he doesn't need one…

The shadow of the worst betrayal materializes before his eyes. Could she really have done something like this? What begins as a disturbing discovery becomes confirmation of the cruelest deception.

Tale of a Betrayal is a heartbreaking story of love destroyed by the most intimate and painful infidelity: that of someone who embraces you every night while dreaming of another. A tale about broken trust, burning guilt, and the question that hangs in the air: Why him?
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