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Prologue: When the Law Betrayed Me


[image: ]


I didn’t want that day to come. For weeks, maybe months, I had felt something following me, watching me, breathing with me when I tried to sleep. Sometimes I thought it was just the wind moving the house, but other times I thought it was him.

That night, silence was not silence. It was expectation, a held breath. My dog didn’t bark; he just stiffened, as if he also understood that any sound could stir up a tragedy. I had the gun within arm’s reach, and I didn’t want to touch her, though I couldn’t push her away either. She was my condemnation and my salvation at the same time.

When I heard the door, it wasn’t a sharp knock. It was gentle, almost polite, as if he were entering a place he believed belonged to him. He didn’t pick the lock. He came in as though he were returning home, and that was what terrified me the most.

I felt my body decide before my mind. I didn’t think about laws or guilt, only survival. Fear paralyzed my legs but forced my hands to move. My breathing was too loud for the silence of the room, as if I were giving myself away.

He didn’t want to die.

And if I didn’t want to die, it meant someone would have to lose. I didn’t ask for that choice; I was just there, trapped between four walls and a life that no longer felt like mine.

When I saw him approaching, I didn’t run or scream. The last thing I had was the time to feel my own pulse breaking in my neck.

A movement. A flash. A silence afterward. Nothing else.
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Chapter 1: The Check Man
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At first, he was just another customer. I was in my twenties, working in a small spa in a city where everyone knew everyone, a quiet place where neighbors left their doors open and people still believed evil was something that happened on television. Sometimes I think I believed it too, and maybe that’s why I accepted him as a client without hesitation. In a quiet city, a woman who works with her hands just wants to make a living without problems. She doesn’t look for enemies or adventures or warnings of danger, much less suspect someone who says he needs relief from pain.

He arrived with a kind of gentle insistence. His voice was weak, as if speaking cost, him something, as if everything he carried in life was heavier than he could hold. He told me he had back problems, that stress consumed him, that life had worn him down. I have heard those stories a thousand times: pain, divorce, illness, children who don’t speak, jobs that don’t pay. Sad stories in a happy city.

The first time, he paid me with a check. It didn’t seem strange to me. In a place where everyone knows each other, a check was just another promise. “Pay me when you can” was practically part of the local courtesy. Trusting was normal, not risky. I treated him for an hour. He was tense, with the smell of cigarettes clinging to his clothes, as if the smoke had lived longer with him than any other companion. His hands shook, though I couldn’t tell if it was anxiety, a hangover, or simply habit. But I didn’t ask. My job was to soothe bodies, not open wounds.

When the session ended, he stood up slowly, like someone who didn’t want to leave a place where he had been treated kindly. There was something odd in that gesture, something heavy, but not yet dangerous. Just strange. He thanked me for longer than usual, looking at me too intently, as if he expected more from me than massage work. I ignored it. I was used to clients who confused relief with interest.

That was the first session. The first of many. And although I didn’t know it yet, this man didn’t just want to ease his pain.

He wanted to enter my life.
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Chapter 2: The Customer Who Didn't Know How to Leave
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We called the spa a wellness center, but in reality, it was a small place with light walls, two stretchers, a tiny reception area, and a couple of plants that tried their best to bring the place to life. It smelled of cheap eucalyptus and massage cream, and in the mornings, there was always a thin thread of light coming through the glass door that opened onto the street. It wasn’t an elegant place, but it was mine, in the sense that I spent almost all my hours there, got tired there, and dreamed there of someday paying my bills on time.

I lived alone and worked a lot. I had no one waiting for me at home, no shoulder to unload the weight of the day. So, the spa was my refuge and also my prison, the place where I earned what little I could stand.

He began to appear often, as if he had decided this would be his new territory. I’m not going to use his real name. In this story, I’ll call him Paul.

The second time he came in, I recognized him right away. It wasn’t difficult. He had that habit of holding the door a second longer, as if he hesitated to enter or as if he enjoyed making me look up to seeing him.

«Hello, do you have an opening today? he asked, resting his hand on the doorframe.

I was folding some towels. I smiled reflexively, the way I did with all customers.

«Let me see, I said as I checked the schedule, even though I already knew I had a gap. «Yes, I can see you in twenty minutes.

«Perfect» His smile held a mix of relief and need, as if a massage wasn’t a luxury but an emergency.

He waited in one of the reception chairs, looking around as if the place had secrets, he could uncover. The spa, however, had no mystery. A small reception, a short hallway, and two rooms. That was it. Even the simplest spaces can become unsettling when someone looks at them too closely.

During the session, he barely spoke at first. His body was tense, especially around the shoulders and lower back. He breathed heavily, sometimes as if he were drowning. The smell of cigarettes was there again, mixed with something else. A trail of alcohol he tried to hide with mints.

«A lot of work? I asked, trying to break a silence that was growing heavy.

«A lot... and little reward», he said with a bitter laugh. «I’m retired, but that doesn’t mean life has gotten any easier.

«Retired from what? I asked with professional courtesy.

«From the Coast Guard» he said with pride that he couldn’t hide his exhaustion. «Many years at sea, many things seen, little gratitude.

I muttered something like «I see, and kept working on his shoulders. He continued speaking as soon as he felt even a slight hint of interest.

«Now I’m dealing with some financial troubles. Nothing new, I suppose. He paused, his back tightening beneath my hands. «And my daughter... she’s very sick. Cancer. I don’t know how much longer...»

His voice cracked slightly. I didn’t see him cry, but I felt him crumble inside. Skin reveals what mouths keep quiet.

«I’m sorry», I said sincerely. «That must be very hard»

«Yes. You do what you can. »

I wasn’t a therapist, just a massage therapist. I never knew what to do with people’s pain beyond trying to soothe it with heat and pressure. Still, I nodded and kept working. Being kind was easier than setting boundaries.

When the session ended an hour later, he pulled out another check.

«I don’t have cash right now, but the check is fine, right? He asked, seeking my approval, almost like a child turning in incomplete homework.

«Yes, it’s fine, I replied without thinking much about it.

He wrote it out right there. Something clumsy about the way he wrote caught my attention, but I said nothing. I put it away with the others.

«Thank you, really,” he said, looking at me longer than necessary. «These massages are saving me.

«Until next time, I murmured.

But he was already settling into more than my schedule. He was settling into my routine.

As the days went by, Paul began coming almost every week. Sometimes twice. He said the pain wouldn’t let him sleep. I saw his body more than his face. But slowly I noticed other things.

The smell was one. Not just cigarettes, but stale alcohol, cheap cologne, and something metallic, like sweaty coins. Sometimes he came in with red eyes and a slurred voice.

«You’re very tense again, I said, trying to keep things professional.

«Life, you know, he answered. «And the banks... they don’t help. »

«Trouble with the bank? I asked lightly.

«Always trouble with the bank. They never understand. You think you have money and then they say no. But I’ll fix it.

Those words should have raised alarms.

Over time, an unnamed discomfort grew in me. Paul lingered after each massage, sitting on the edge of the table, asking questions that no longer had anything to do with therapy.

«Do you live alone? Is your family nearby? Do you go out much?

«No, I don’t go out much, I always answered.

«A woman like you should have more fun», he said with a tone that made my teeth clench.

But I smiled politely. I didn’t want problems.

He repeated that to me constantly: «I don’t want problems.”

Maybe that’s why I didn’t say anything when he started paying everything with checks. When the amounts increased. When they piled up in my drawer.

He wanted to believe the city was safe. I wanted to believe kindness protected me.

That need to believe in the good made me more blind than I should’ve been.

One afternoon, after another session, while he buttoned his shirt and I folded towels, he stared at me for a moment.

«You’re very good at what you do», he finally said. «Not just with your hands. You listen. Not everyone does that.

«Thank you», I replied awkwardly.

«You help me. That’s why I want to keep coming. Although...» He waved the check between his fingers. «Sometimes things get complicated.

His smile didn’t reach his eyes.

He wrote another check. I took it automatically. I filed it away.

That gesture was about opening a door I wouldn’t be able to close again.

I was just a young woman, working too hard and trying to stay afloat. I didn’t know I was already in the tide.

I didn’t know this man wasn’t just the customer with the checks.

He was the first domino already falling.
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Chapter 3: The Eyes of the Bank
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The bank was three blocks from the spa. It was not a large institution with marble floors and tall windows, but a small branch, almost as modest as my business. A glass door, two cashiers, a desk at the back and a couple of plastic chairs lined up next to the wall. In that city, the bank was not just a place where money moved. It was also a place where opinions moved.

That day I carried a stack of checks in my bag, wrapped in an envelope that was already beginning to fold at the corners. There were several, all of Paul's. Every time he paid me, he told me the same thing: "Next time I'll give it to you in cash, I promise you. It's just that now I have everything in my account, you know, bank stuff..." And I nodded, because I needed the money. Because I didn't want to be heavy. Because he repeated to myself that, if I distrusted each person, I could not live in a place where everyone knew each other.

The air in the bank was cold, fed by an air conditioner that made more noise than necessary. There was a faint smell of paper, toner, and reheated coffee. One of the cashiers, a woman in her forties with her hair in a tight ponytail, recognized me as soon as I entered.

"Hello," he said with a cordial smile. "Deposit today?"

"Yes," I replied, smiling back. "Some checks."

I went to the counter and took out the envelope, trying not to let it be noticed that my hands were sweating a little. I felt a strange knot in my stomach, as if something was going to go wrong, even though there were no clear reasons.

She took the checks, checked them, ordered them. His expression changed just a degree, but I noticed.

"Are they all from the same person?" he asked without looking up.

"Yes," I answered. "He is a frequent customer. He pays me for massage sessions."

He nodded, still looking at the checks. There was a brief silence, but too long for me.

"I'm going to review them for a moment. Do you mind waiting?"

"No. It's okay."

He got up and walked to the desk at the back, where another employee was. I couldn't hear what they were saying, but I saw their gestures: the shrug of the shoulders, the discomfort of the other, the quick glance at me. I swallowed hard. I thought about the rent, the light, the dog's food. I thought about how many massage sessions I had given to make those pieces of paper mean a little respite.

The woman returned. This time his smile was more tense.

"Do you have a minute to speak?"

"Of course."

He leaned over to me.

"Look... I don't want to scare you, but I have to be honest with you."

Those words never announce anything good.

"We've been getting several checks from this person," he said, touching the stack. "And some have caused problems. Insufficient funds. Strange movements."

I felt heat on my face, as if someone was pointing a spotlight at me.

"Problems?" I repeated.

"Yes," he said. "I'm not telling you this to accuse you of anything. I know that you only charge for your work. But I need you to understand something. If you keep depositing bounce checks, the bank may start to suspect that you're involved. Even if it is not true."

I was silent. The words "even if it is not true" stuck in me somewhere that I thought had been forgotten.

"I only give massages," I said, suddenly feeling very small. "I have nothing to do with his accounts or what he does with his money."

"I know," he said. "But the systems don't see that. They only see patterns. And they're seeing too many checks from the same person, with problems. And they all enter on your own."

I looked at her. That mixture of concern and judgment in his eyes he knew well.

"What do you suggest I do?" I asked.

She hesitated for a second.

"Honestly... I would say that you would stop accepting any more checks from this person. And if he insists, maybe he would talk to the police. Just to protect you."

Talk to the police. The cold shadow ran down my back.

"Do you think the police would do anything?"

"I don't know," he replied. "But if you don't say anything and it gets worse... they could say that you were also taking advantage of the situation."

His words weighed more than all the checks put together. They could be evidence against me.

I nodded.

"Okay. I'm going to be more careful."

"It's not to scare you," he added. "It's just that... We see this more often than you think. People who get in trouble for trusting too much."

"Thank you for letting me know."

He processed the deposit and handed me the receipt. I looked at him with relief, but the relief was accompanied by a crouching guilt.

I left the bank and walked towards the spa. Everything seemed normal on the street. But I felt like a crack had opened up under my feet.

I thought about what the cashier had said: "They could say that you were taking advantage of the situation, too."

He didn't say he was. But he hinted at it. Just like other times, in other years.

I took a deep breath. I only paid for my work. If there was a culprit, it was him.

But there was one thing he couldn't deny: I was still accepting his checks. Because I needed the money. Because I was afraid. Because I still wanted to believe that if I did things right, nothing bad could happen to me.

That week, when Paul returned to the spa, I didn't look at him the same way anymore. He entered with the same confidence as always.

"Hello. Do you have a place for me?"

"Yes," I replied mechanically. "Come in."

He lay down on the stretcher. I worked with my hands, but my head was on the bench.

"You're very quiet today," she murmured with her face on the stretcher.

"I'm tired."

"This work must be heavy. But you're good at what you do. You should charge more."

I didn't answer.

"The bank told me that some checks have given problems," I blurted out bluntly.

He tensed up.

"Oh, yes? It must be a mistake."

"They say that there are strange movements in your account. That could cause me problems."

His breathing became faster.

"I have my business," he said at last. "But I'm not going to let you get in trouble because of me."

I didn't know if it was care or warning.

"I'm going to need cash," I said. "I can't just accept checks anymore."

He laughed humorlessly.

"Of course. I got it. But today... Today I only brought a check. Then I get organized."

My hands hesitated. I thought of the word "suspicious."

"Just this time," I said to myself.

When the session ended, he wrote the check. I hesitated.

"Trust me," he said. "I'm not going to leave you hanging."

I took the check. That gesture was a betrayal of myself. I kept it with the others.

I didn't know that, in that small town where everyone knew each other, they weren't just looking at their checks. They were also looking at me again. Like they'd never forgotten who I'd been before, no matter how hard I tried to be someone different.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4: The Money That Didn't Smell Good
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The bank rejected the check on a Monday. It was hot that day, but inside the air conditioning was so cold that I felt a chill down my spine as soon as I walked in. It was the kind of cold that doesn't wake you up, but makes you want to get out of there as quickly as possible.

I went to the window. The same cashier as always was there, with her ponytail tightened, moving her fingers on the keyboard as if trying to solve a riddle.

"Hello," I said.

She looked up. This time he didn't smile.

"I need to talk to you," he said in a flat tone, as if he was about to give me bad news that he didn't want to pronounce.

I felt my stomach contract. I didn't have to ask what it was.

"Is it the check?" I asked.

He nodded with a slight nod, without triumph or pity.

"It doesn't have enough funds," he replied. "And it seems that there are recent movements that raise ... questions."

He did not say suspicions. He asked questions. But the word hurt just the same.

"And what does that mean to me?" I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

The cashier sighed.

"It means that you better not deposit it. Don't accept any more payments like this. If you do and they keep bouncing... It might seem like you're involved. Even if it is not true."

That phrase again. As if my truth had to ask for authorization to be believed.

"I'm just getting paid for my job," I said, feeling an embarrassing warmth on my cheeks.

"I know," he replied, lowering his voice. "But the system doesn't see it that way. And you... excuse me to be direct... You don't want to get the attention of certain departments, do you?"

That was not a warning. It was a reminder. My past still breathed behind me.

I didn't answer. She didn't need an answer.

I left the bank with the check in my hand. I didn't break it. I kept it. I didn't know if it was hope or stupidity, but I wasn't ready to accept yet that money can also bring danger.

I walked to the spa with a strange feeling, as if someone was following me without footsteps or glances. It was something quieter, deeper: insecurity, shame, distrust. And fear. Not afraid of Paul yet, but of the judgment of the system, of the social judgment... of the weight of what had already survived before.

I opened the spa early, although I wanted to close it. I needed to feel like I still had control over something. I prepared everything as usual, but nothing calmed me down. Normally it felt threatening.

Paul arrived later than usual. He walked in with his tired smile, with the smell he already knew all too well.

"All right?" he asked, closing the door with a strange slowness.

"Yes," I replied without looking at him more than necessary. "Come in."

He watched me. I was acting normally, but I wasn't making it.

"You're weird today," she said. "Something happened?"

I concentrated on the oils, on the stretcher.

"I went to the bank," I said at last. "Last week's check didn't go through."

There was a thick silence.

"It must be a mistake," he said quickly, almost defensively. "I'll make it up to you, don't worry."

"I can't accept any more checks," I said with a firmness that surprised me. "They told me it could get me in trouble."

He frowned.

"And do you believe them?"

"Yes."

His eyes changed. He was not angry or sad. Evaluated. Measured. It tested my limits.

"Okay," he murmured. "I'm going to fix it. I swear."

He didn't want promises. He wanted distance.

There was none. He lay down on the stretcher as usual. I worked as always. None of them spoke enough. The soothing music only made the stiffness of the air more apparent.

When he finished, he did not withdraw money. He was silent.

"I didn't bring cash. Tomorrow I can pay."

My breathing became small. That phrase was a ghost of the past.

"Okay," I said, though my body was screaming otherwise.

He looked at me, and that look made me feel defeated without understanding why.

"I knew I could count on you."

He left the spa. The door closed slowly. And I knew something was wrong. Not only with him. Not only with checks. Not only with the bank.

Something was wrong with me.

With my fear.

With my silence.

With my choices dictated by necessity.

The problem wasn't just Paul.

The problem was that I had been trapped before... I knew exactly where that road led.

And yet, I couldn't stop myself.
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Chapter 5: The Man at the Door
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The calls began slowly, as if they were a normal part of the routine. At first, they didn't sound dangerous. They were just that: calls. The spa phone rang when I was folding towels, wiping oils, preparing the stretcher for the next client. I answered with the kind voice that I had learned to use, the one that said that everything was fine, even if it was not always true.

"Wellness center, good morning."

"It's me," Paul's voice said, without even saying hello.

He did not say his name. I didn't need it. I already recognized that tone, a little dragged, a little heavy, as if words also smoked.

"Hello," he answered. "What do you need?"

"To know if you have room for me today."

First, I looked at the agenda and responded as with any other client. But as the weeks went by, I began to notice that it was not only that. He called even when I had already told him that there was no space. I called when I knew my schedule. He called before opening. He called late, when I was closing the door.

And sometimes I didn't even call to make an appointment. He only called to find out if I was there.

"Are you still in the spa?"

"What time do you leave?"

"I just wanted to hear your voice, you've been so good to me."

Those phrases began to freeze a corner of my chest. I was trying to stay professional.

"I can't talk now, I'm with customers."

"I don't know what time I leave, it depends on the job."

"If you need a session, tell me the schedule and that's it."

I hung up the phone with a strange feeling in my hands, as if the device had left me with a layer of something sticky.

The walk-ins came later, as if the calls were just the rehearsal.

One morning, I was attending to a client, Teresa, a woman in her fifties who came in every two weeks for a back massage. He had soft hands and a calm voice, the kind that doesn't hurt the ear. He always asked me how I was, but without invading. I was one of the few people who made me feel accompanied without asking too many questions.

That morning, as I worked on his shoulders, I heard the spa door open. I had left the open sign hanging, but I had no appointments at the time. I peeked through the crack in the door of the massage room and saw a silhouette in the reception.

I recognized him by the way he stood, by the worn jacket, by the way he looked at everything as if he were evaluating the place. Paul.

"Do you want us to stop for a second?" asked Teresa, noticing that I had stopped the movement of my hands.

"No, it's all right," I said. "It's just one customer. I'll break up with you and attend to him."

It wasn't right, but I didn't know how to give it another name.

I closed the door to the room to give Teresa privacy and continued with the massage. I listened to her footsteps outside, walking aimlessly through the small lobby, as if the spa were her living room. I heard him pick up a magazine, put it down, sigh, walk from one side to the other. He didn't ask if he could wait. He just stayed.

"That man comes often, doesn't he?" commented Teresa, her face buried in the stretcher.

I was surprised that he had recognized it.

"Yes," I replied. "He's a frequent customer."

"You can tell," she said, in a tone that is difficult to read. "Whenever I come, I see him hanging around."

Around. The word stayed spinning in my head. I had thought about it, but I hadn't said it out loud.

"It's... insistent," I added, choosing that word carefully.

Teresa was silent for a few seconds.

"Are you comfortable with him?" she asked later, softly.

I swallowed hard. It wasn't a question I asked myself very often.

"It's not that...", I half-lied. He's just a customer who talks a lot."

"Sometimes customers cross lines," she said. "You don't have to put up with everything."

His words touched something inside, a fiber he had learned to anesthetize. For a long time that was exactly what I had done: put up with everything, as if it were my only option.

"I'm fine," I cut the subject, with a smile that she couldn't see, but she could hear in my voice. "Don't worry."

I finished the massage, helped Teresa to sit up and accompanied her to reception. Paul was sitting in the chair in the corner, his legs spread, his elbows resting on his knees, and his hands clasped. He looked at the floor, but as soon as he saw us appear, he raised his head.

"I was waiting for you," he said.

Not "I was waiting for you", not "did you have a space?". No. "I was waiting for you." As if their presence were something natural in my space.

"You should have made an appointment," I replied, gently, but with a tiredness that I could not hide. "I didn't know you were coming."

"I called you," he said, as if that were enough permission.

I didn't remember that call. Maybe I didn't hear it. Maybe he just said that.

Teresa observed the scene with attentive eyes, without intervening. He paid for his session, thanked me and, before leaving, lightly touched my arm.

"If you ever need to talk, I'm around," he murmured.

I nodded, not knowing what to do with that door I had just opened.

Paul stood by the counter.

"Do you have time for me now?" he asked.

I looked at the agenda. I had a half-hour slot before the next appointment, but I didn't want to give it to him.

"I can't today," I replied. "I have more customers. And, in addition, we have a pending issue with the checks."

He grimaced, as if he was bothered by the fact that I brought up the subject.

"I told you I was going to fix it," he repeated. "You don't trust me."

It was not a question. It was an accusation.

"It's not personal," I said. "It's the bank. They told me I may have problems."

His eyes hardened a little.

"So what? Are you going to call the police for some checks?" he sneered, with a crooked smile.

The word police fell on me like a bucket of ice water. It wasn't me who mentioned it. It was him. As if he knew exactly what he had to be afraid of.

"I just want you not to get me in trouble," I replied, trying to stay in control.

He moved a little closer to the counter. I could smell the cigarette, the trace of alcohol, which sour something behind.

"I'm not going to get you in trouble," he said quietly. "I'm helping you. I will come with you, I will pay you, I recommend you to people. The world is full of bad guys. I'm not one of them."

His words gave me chills, not because I thought it was bad, but because I felt that he was trying to convince me of something that he himself did not quite believe.

"I can't attend to you today," I repeated. "If you want, we will schedule another day."

He looked at me for a few seconds, in silence. Then he smiled, a smile I didn't like.

"Okay," he said. "But don't forget who's on your side when everyone else is failing you."

I didn't know what to say to that.

He's gone. But he didn't leave completely.

Calls increased.

He also began to call in the afternoons, when the spa had already closed. The phone at the reception didn't ring, but my cell phone did. Sometimes he left voice messages, long breaths with single phrases:

"I just wanted to know if you're okay."

"Don't sleep so late, the world is dangerous."

"I know where your place is, if something happens, I'm the first to arrive."

I listened to the messages with a heavy heart, sitting in bed, in a house where only the dog and the distant noise of the street accompanied me. Blocking it completely was scary, ignoring it too.

I didn't know exactly what kind of danger he was yet, but I knew he was already taking up too much space in my mind.

One day, I arrived at the spa before the usual time and found him outside, leaning against the wall, with a half-consumed cigarette between his fingers.

"Good morning," he said, as if it were the most normal thing in the world to be there before I opened.

"What are you doing here so early?" I asked, trying to make my voice sound neutral.

"It was passing nearby," he replied. "I thought maybe you needed help with something. I can give you a hand, you know."

No, I didn't. And I didn't want to know.

"No, thank you," I said, pulling out the keys. "I'm fine."

He moved just enough to let me open the door. I felt his gaze riveted on the back of my neck as he turned up the light switch, as he arranged things, as he pretended it was a day like any other.

It wasn't.

That day I understood that I was no longer just a customer. He was a presence. One peso. A shadow that was ahead of my schedule, which knew my routine better than I wanted to admit myself.

Teresa came that afternoon. He entered with his calm smile, with his way of speaking that always seemed to offer a chair in which to rest.

"All right?" he asked, as he took off his coat.

All well was a phrase that I used as a shield, but it was becoming more and more difficult for me to hold it.

"Yes," I replied out of habit. "Work stuff."

"I saw that man outside the other day," he said, bluntly. "The same as always".

"He's a customer," I replied. "It comes a lot."

"It's coming too much," she corrected, gently. "And I don't like the way he looks at you."

I didn't know what to do with that phrase, because it was the same feeling I had. Hearing it in another mouth made it more real.

"Don't worry," I said. "I know how to take care of myself."

Teresa lay down on the stretcher, but she was not silent. As he worked on his shoulders, he kept talking.

"I once had a neighbor like that," he said. "At first he was friendly, he brought things, offered help, stopped by to say hello. By the time I wanted to set limits, it was too late. I'm not saying it's the same case, but... one learns to recognize certain attitudes."

My hands paused for a second on his back.

"What did you do?" I asked.

"I talked to other people," he said. "I told someone who could help me. The worst thing a woman can do is be left alone with her fear."

His words pierced me. Because that's exactly what I was doing: being left alone with my fear. As if it were a burden that did not deserve to be shared. As if asking for help was a luxury that I did not have.

"If at any point you feel like something isn't right," he added. "Don't wait until it's too late. A woman's intuition is almost always right."

I wanted to tell him the truth. I wanted to tell him that I already felt that something was not right. That the bank had warned me. That the checks bounced. That the calls were too many. That his presence no longer felt like that of a client, but like that of someone who was trying to settle into my life.

But I didn't. Because somewhere in my mind I still repeated the same old thing: don't make noise, don't demand, don't exaggerate, don't disturb.

And also, hidden beneath all that, was the other fear. The greatest fear. The fear that if I went to the police, they would not only ignore my problem, but remember who I had been before. They would check my name and find things that I had buried with so much effort. That, once again, they would not see me as a woman asking for help, but as what one day the system decided I was.

That night, before closing, I went out to the door of the spa to take down the sign. The air was cold, and the street was almost empty. But there was something in the air, a familiar smell: cigarette.

I looked around the corner. I didn't see anyone. Just a cigarette butt smoking on the ground, half crushed. I don't know how long I've been there. I don't know if it was his. I don't know if anyone else has passed.

The only thing I knew for sure was this: suddenly, I no longer knew if the danger was only outside my door or also inside my head.

And, for the first time, I seriously thought about going to the police. Not because he trusted them. But because he was beginning to understand that, if he did not do something soon, he was going to lose something more than money or peace of mind.

I could lose my life.
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Chapter 6: What the Bank Didn't Want to See
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I didn't sleep well that night.

It wasn't because of the noises in the street or the dog moving at the foot of the bed. It was because of the phrases that were floating in my head like flies that I couldn't scare away: "they could say that you are also taking advantage of the situation", "you don't want to attract the attention of certain departments, do you?". Between those words and the image of Paul outside the spa, with his cigar and his way of waiting as if he had the right to be there, I got a knot in my stomach that did not unravel with tea, music, or half-hearted prayers.

By dawn, I knew I couldn't go on like this. He didn't have a perfect plan, but he did have a simple decision: go back to the bank and really ask for help. Not just advice, not just warnings. Help.

The bank opened at nine o'clock. I was on the corner at eight-forty, with the bounced check receipt folded in my pocket and my hands cold even though it wasn't that cold. I walked a few blocks to make time, I looked at shop windows that didn't interest me, I greeted people I barely knew. It was all an excuse not to be the first at the door, as if arriving so early confessed a kind of urgency I didn't want to show.

At five minutes past nine I went in. The place smelled the same as always: paper, ink, air conditioning, reheated coffee. The same glass door, the same plastic chairs, the same posters with fake smiles plastered on the walls. The same cashier. But something about her was different. Before, when he saw me enter, he would raise his hand to greet me and smile a little, with that professional cordiality that one appreciates when one does not have too many friendly faces in the day. This time he didn't smile. He looked at me, recognized me, and then stared at the screen, as if I were a task he didn't want to open yet.

I went to the window. I felt that the floor was harder than normal.

"Hello," I said, forcing myself to sound calm.

"Good morning," she replied, without softness in her voice. "How can I help you?"

He didn't say my name. I had never said it, but suddenly I felt that absence as another emptiness.

I swallowed hard.

"I need to talk to you about something," I began. "Not only the deposit. Of all this."

I took the receipt out of my pocket and put it on the counter. My fingers barely trembled, just enough for me to notice. I don't know if she saw it. He looked at it for a second and then looked at the screen again.

"That check is already marked," he said. "Insufficient funds. I already explained it to you."

"I know," I replied. "That's not just why I'm coming."

I took a deep breath. I felt like the air was a little more difficult than usual.

"It's just that... This customer... the man with the checks... He comes to the spa a lot. He calls me all the time. He pays me only with checks. And now they tell me that they are a problem. They told me to talk to the police, but...", my voice began to break a little, "I don't know how to do that. I don't want problems. I just want this to stop before it's worse."

The cashier looked at me then, at last. But not with the same mixture of concern and camaraderie as the other day. There was something harder in his eyes, more distant.

"Look," he said, lowering his voice a little, but not his tone. "We only manage accounts here. We don't get into the personal lives of customers."

"I'm not asking you to get into his life," I replied, feeling my eyes burn. "I just... I just want to know what I can do so this doesn't blow up in my face. They told me that if I keep depositing their checks, they're going to think I'm up to something. But if I stop accepting them, I have no way to cover my expenses. And he insists. He comes without an appointment, calls, appears... I..."

The sentence cut itself off. My voice slackened in my throat, as if I had reached the limit of what I could sustain without breaking. I tried to swallow the trembling, but it came out the same, in the silence between one word and another.

"I'm afraid...", I managed to say, almost in a whisper.

She looked away, uncomfortable. She looked sideways, as if she was worried that someone was listening or as if the whole scene was embarrassing to her, but not to her. For me.

"You shouldn't come here with that sort of thing," he said at last. "We can't do anything with 'I'm afraid.' That's not a type of transaction that the system recognizes."

I wanted to explain to him that I wasn't just talking about emotions. I wanted to tell him that there were bounced checks, strange movements, warnings. That he knew my schedules, that he smoked outside my door, that his calls had become a constant shadow in my day. I opened my mouth to speak, but the lump in my throat grew bigger. Part of me could still pronounce words, but another part remembered other rooms, other counters, other people with folders in their hands looking at me as if I were less than a denunciation.

I remembered offices where I had entered years ago, looking for something like help. I remembered eyes that had checked me from top to bottom, as if my clothes, my way of speaking, my history, my whole body were a confession that I had never given. I felt that if I said one more word, I wouldn't be able to stop the tears. And I didn't want to cry there, in front of her, in front of the cameras, in front of the papers that knew nothing about my life, but contained it in numbers.

My voice broke completely. The only thing that came out was air.

The cashier followed.

"If you have problems with someone," he continued, "that's the police's business. Not the bank. I told you the other time: stop accepting checks from him. Rest... it is not our responsibility."

I struggled to put a sentence back together.

"But... if I go to the police and they see all this... if you check my history... if they look for anything about me...".

I didn't finish. It was not necessary. Half of that story was written in places where she didn't have direct access, but she had surely heard things. In small towns, rumors don't need official documents to appear.

Something happened on his face, a minimal gesture. A mixture of recognition and distance. As if he had remembered something he preferred not to mention. And that's when his voice changed completely.

"Look," he repeated, with a harshness he hadn't shown before. "I gave you advice as a woman the other time. But I can't be meddling in your business. Here, for the system, you are just an account. And if that account keeps getting suspicious checks, it's going to be a problem. For you. And for us."

I looked at her with slightly bright eyes. I didn't cry, but I was close.

"So... what do I do?" I asked, with an honesty which made me feel naked.

She shrugged, a small elevation that hurt me more than any words.

"I can't answer that," he said. "I only work here."

I only work here. The same phrase that I had thought of so many times in the spa while attending to men who made me uncomfortable, to women who cried, to clients who touched limits without crossing them completely. I understood her. But understanding it didn't make it any less cruel.

I left the bank without resolving anything. He didn't have any money. He didn't have a solution. The only thing I took away was the feeling of having bothered me. Of having crossed an invisible line between being a normal customer and being a problem.

At the door, the air hit my face. It wasn't wind. It was reality.

I sat for a moment in one of the plastic chairs outside, pretending to check my cell phone. I was really trying to put the pieces of my dignity and my plan together at once.

He could stop accepting checks. But that wouldn't stop his visits, or his calls, or his interest in my life. Money was only part of it. I was beginning to understand that the problem was not only in the bank, nor in the account, nor in the numbers. The problem was that he had gotten used to my existence. And the system, instead of seeing that as a danger to me, only saw it as a risk to them.

I stayed like that for a while, looking at the street. People entering, people leaving. Laughter, conversations, gossip. No one knew what had just happened. No one knew that a woman had come up to a counter to say "I'm scared" and had come out empty-handed. No one knew. And yet, the feeling of being marked became stronger. As if, in trying to call for help, I had left a footprint in a place where there were already old footprints of me. Footprint upon footprint. Error upon error. Past over present.

Back at the spa, I repeated a phrase to myself silently, over and over again: "It's not you who is doing something wrong." "It's not you." "It's not you." But every time I thought about it, another voice appeared, older, more tired, saying the opposite: "Of course it's you. They always end up looking at you."

Walking became a strange exercise: one foot in reality, the other in memory. I passed shop windows, shops, people who passed me without noticing. I wondered how many women went like this, with fear, with stories that would never become an official complaint, with lives that did not appear in any report.

I arrived at the spa. I opened the door. The smell of cream and eucalyptus greeted me as always. Everything was in place. The stretcher, the towels, the soft music that he left on, even if no one was there. Nothing had changed in space. Everything had changed in me.

I hung up my bag, left the keys, checked the agenda. I had two dates, then a slot, then another. I clung to that structure, to those marked hours, like someone holding on to a railing in the middle of a moving staircase.

I thought about calling Teresa. To tell him: "You were right, something is not right". I thought about dialing a number from the police, assistance, whatever. I didn't. Because now I wasn't just afraid of Paul. I was also afraid of what would happen when they stared at me completely. When they saw not only the woman who now gave massages and tried to live quietly, but the one who had been before, the one who had earned her living in a different way, in other rooms, with other men, under other eyes.

He feared that instead of seeing a victim asking for help, they would see only a repeated story. One that, for them, already seemed familiar. One that wasn't worth listening to again.

That day, while she was arranging the towels, the spa phone rang. I looked at him for a second, my heart racing. I didn't answer right away. I waited for the second ring. To the third. To the fourth. I picked up the fifth.

"Wellness center, good morning."

Silence. Then, his voice.

"It's me."

He did not say his name. It was not necessary. I took a deep breath, staring at the door as if I could walk through it just by thinking about it. He had gone to the bank to seek help against him. And I left knowing that, if something happened, no one was going to be able to say that they didn't see anything.

Because they had seen.

They just decided not to look.
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Chapter 7: The House That Ceased to Be a Refuge
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The house was small, but it was mine. Not on paper, of course; It was rented and every month they reminded me with a marked date that, if I didn't pay, I could lose it. But it was mine in the only sense that mattered: there I could close the door, take off my shoes, let out the air of the day and remain silent without anyone asking me for anything. At least, that's how it was at first.

A narrow living room, a kitchen that fit in two steps, a bathroom and a bedroom. The floor creaked in places, and the walls had marks of furniture that was not mine, stories that I did not know. The windows had bars, but old, rusty at the corners, with loose screws that squeaked if you touched them too hard. They were more decoration than security. More than once, he had thought about reinforcing them, but he always ended up saying the same thing: "Later, when I have money." And the later one never came.

He had a large dog, a mix of who knows what breeds, which he had adopted more out of necessity than out of love for animals. Or so I thought at first. Over time he became the only living presence that did not ask me for explanations. He slept near the door, barked at strangers, and settled next to me when I sat on the couch with a cup of coffee and the TV on just to
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