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Three Cuban women, based in Miami, decide to travel together to Turkey without imagining that this journey will mark a before and after in their lives. Businesswomen, independent, strong, they silently carry marriages worn down by infidelity, control, and emotional absence.

They have learned to resist, but not to feel chosen.

The plane that takes them away from Miami becomes the first space for inner confrontation: postponed questions, unnamed wounds, and an uncomfortable truth that begins to surface.

Far from home, Istanbul welcomes them with its fascinating chaos, its terraces overlooking the Bosphorus, the scent of salep, the sweetness of baklava, the echo of the call to prayer, and a city that neither sleeps nor judges.

Between Turkish breakfasts, steam baths, unexpected snow, and glances that awaken what they thought was dormant, the three women begin to recognize each other from a new place: that of their own worth.

Turkey does not offer them solutions, but it does offer them a mirror. In that reflection, they discover they were not fragile, but invisible to those who claimed to love them.

Three Women Before a City That Never Slept is an intimate and powerful romance novel about female friendship, migrant identity, desire, misunderstood loyalty, and the emotional awakening that occurs when a woman allows herself to look away from other people’s expectations.

A physical and emotional journey that proves that sometimes, getting away is the only way to get back to yourself.
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Chapter 1


The women who dared to take off
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You still have time not to go.

The voice did not come from the plane or from any of them. It came from me. It did not scream. It never does. It whispers, as if it knows the decision has already been made but still needs to be acknowledged.

The plane was moving slowly down the runway, heavy, determined. I felt the vibration under my feet, which contained tremors that preceded the irreversible. Outside, Miami began to shrink into orderly, almost perfect lights, like a postcard that no longer promises anything new.

Three Cuban women sitting in the same row. Three women feigning tranquility. Three entire lives compressed into carry-on baggage.

What are you afraid of? I asked myself without moving my lips. Of Turkey, or of what you might discover far from home?

Laura was to my right. She looked at her cell phone with an attention that had nothing to do with the screen. She unlocked it, locked it, looked at it again. She was waiting for a message that did not arrive. Or she hoped it would not.

Maria, to my left, had closed her eyes as soon as we sat down. She slept with that deep tiredness of someone who has held unsaid things for too long. Her breathing was calm, but her hands were not. She had them crossed tightly, as if even in sleep she would not allow herself to let go.

I observed. I always observed.

The stewardess smiled as she passed. She said something kind. I nodded without fully listening.

At that moment I thought of Cuba. Of the girl I was. Of the one who would never have uttered the word Istanbul without feeling she was naming another planet.

We grew up learning to be grateful for little, not to ask for too much, not to make people uncomfortable. Dreaming big was a useless act when the urgent thing was survival.

And yet, there we were. Businesswomen. Based in Miami. Paying for a trip that in another time would have existed only in imagination.

Success came, yes. But it was accompanied by long silences, marriages that turned into tacit agreements, passions filed away as if they were a stage already overcome.

The plane stopped for a second before takeoff. That suspended second when everything could still go back.

You are still in time, my inner voice repeated.

I remembered dinner. A table too big for two people. The sound of cutlery. My husband’s phone lights up face down.

“It’s from work,” he had said without looking at me.

I nodded. As always. Because arguing is exhausting. Because asking hurts more when you already know the answer.

The plane accelerated. My body went backward, and something inside me gave way without asking permission. It was not fear. It was relief. A minimal crack through which air entered after a long time.

At what point did love become negotiation? When did we accept emotional crumbs as acts of generosity? Why did they look elsewhere for what they never dared to build with us?

Laura let out a short, almost imperceptible sigh. She put her phone in her purse and looked straight ahead.

“Do you know what’s the best thing about this trip?” she said without turning to me.

“What?”

“That for a few days I don’t have to explain who I am.”

I did not answer, because I understood exactly what she meant.

The plane went through the clouds and Miami disappeared completely. I thought about how many times we had walked alone, even while accompanied. How many nights we had slept beside men who no longer touched us intentionally, only out of habit.

Maria opened her eyes.

“I dreamed I was getting lost,” she said, still halfway between sleep and wakefulness. “I was walking and no one was looking for me.”

Neither of them laughed. Neither of them said what nonsense.

The flight was long. Silence, necessary. For the first time in years, I did not have to be strong. Just be.

As the plane moved away from everything familiar, an uneasy certainty began to form slowly, without a name yet.

We were not running away.
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Chapter 2


The city that begins to look at us
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The morning found us awake before our bodies asked for it. It was not jet lag. It was the uncomfortable feeling of being in a place where nothing belonged to us yet. The room was silent, a clean silence, without history. I stayed for a few seconds staring at the ceiling, trying to understand whether that emptiness calmed me or worried me.

Laura was already sitting on the bed, checking her cell phone with the expression of someone waiting for a signal she does not know if she wants to receive.

“It’s not daylight yet,” she said without looking at me. “But in Miami they must already be awake.”

I did not ask who. It was not necessary.

Maria came out of the bathroom with wet hair, wrapped in the hotel towel. She walked with that automatic confidence that always accompanied her, even when she was far from everything.

“If we’re going to get lost,” she said, “let it be early.”

I smiled. That phrase defined us more than she realized.

We went out into the street just as the sun was beginning to slide between the buildings. The air was cold, but not hostile. We walked aimlessly, letting the city decide for us. Istanbul woke without noise. Shops opened slowly, shutters rose like tired eyelids, the first vendors arranged their stalls with practiced movements.

The traffic was already there, alive, undisciplined. Cars, motorcycles, pedestrians crossing without fear. No one seemed angry. No one was shouting. Chaos had a harmony of its own, a logic that did not need our understanding.

“This doesn’t make sense... and it works,” Laura murmured.

I thought about our marriages. The opposite of what they were: too tidy on the outside, too decomposed on the inside.

We walked several blocks without speaking. The body needed to absorb before offering an opinion. At every turn, Istanbul was different: a mosque at the end of a narrow street, a tiny café where older men drank tea in silence, a bakery from which a warm smell drifted that reminded me, without knowing why, of my grandmother’s kitchen.

“It smells like real bread,” I said.

Maria nodded.

“Bread is not an accompaniment here. It is the center.”

The phrase stayed with me. I thought about how many times, in our homes, the essential have become an accessory.

The market appeared without announcement. There was no clear transition. Suddenly we were surrounded by fruit, stacked boxes, voices offering without insisting. Open pomegranates showing their interiors as if they had nothing to hide. Figs cut with care. Grapes, oranges, lemons. Everything was in plain sight, without shame.

A vendor spoke to us in Turkish. We did not understand. I smiled anyway. He offered us a taste. We accepted without thinking. The flavor was intense, sweet, and real.

“They don’t apologize here for being abundant,” Laura said.

Maria watched in silence. I know her well enough to recognize when something is moving inside her.

“In my house,” she said at last, “I always learned not to ask for much. To settle.”

No one answered. The market kept its rhythm. We bought fruit without knowing why. The gesture mattered more than the usefulness. Walking with bags in our hands made us feel, for a moment, part of something ordinary.

Further in, the meat section. The atmosphere changed. The smell was stronger. The knives shone. The movements were firm, precise. No one looked away. No one pretended.

Laura lowered her voice.

“This makes me uncomfortable.”

“Because it doesn’t hide,” I answered. “Just like we don’t hide what hurts.”

––––––––
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We stood for a moment watching. Life and death without drama. Necessity without guilt. I thought about how many times we had dressed up the inevitable just to avoid difficult conversations.

We left the market walking more slowly. The noise of the city wrapped around us again. A man offered us cold ayran from a small refrigerator. We hesitated for a second, then accepted. I drank slowly. It was not sweet. It did not try to please. It cooled you down without promising anything else.

“He doesn’t deceive you,” Maria said. “It is what it is.”

We kept moving forward. The music suddenly appeared from an old radio station. A song I did not understand, but that squeezed my chest without warning. The voice was deep, melancholy, sustained. It did not ask for joy. It did not ask for sadness. Presence only.

“I don’t know what it says,” Laura whispered, “but something here moves me.”

She touched her chest with her fingers.

I nodded. Because there were things that did not need translation to be true.

We walked much longer. Uphill, downhills, narrow streets, unexpected viewpoints. Istanbul opened in layers, like a story that does not reveal itself all at once. I thought about us. About how many layers we had learned to show depending on the context.

When we stopped, it was out of fatigue, not decision. A bench in front of a busy street. We sat down without speaking. We observed. We breathed.

“Nobody knows us here,” Laura said again.

This time the phrase did not sound like immediate relief. It sounded like a question.

Who were we when no one expected anything from us?

I did not answer.

But I knew the day was just beginning.

Have breakfast without haste.

We arrived at the restaurant out of tiredness and instinct. It was not fancy. It was small, with tight tables and simple chairs, where the steam from tea seemed part of décor. There were families, old men reading newspapers, tourists speaking softly. No one was rushing. No one fought time. For us, that alone was strange.

We sat by a window where we could see the street: the constant parade of people, vendors with trays, taxis passing as if following internal music. Istanbul stayed alive even when you sat down to rest.

The waiter arrived without a forced smile, but with firm kindness, as if hospitality were not performance but habit. He asked something in Turkish. Maria answered with an English word and a soft laugh. He nodded as if he understood more than we said.

“I trust him,” Laura said. “I like that way of serving without drama.”

I felt it too. In Miami everything is fast, efficient, slightly performative. Here there was practical calm. A “this is what it is” that did not sound like resignation, but truth.

Breakfast arrived in layers, as if it had no end. Small plates: black and green olives, white cheeses, chopped tomatoes, cucumbers, honey, jams, warm bread. Tea appeared in small transparent glasses, amber-colored, as if holding sunlight.

And then, the menemen.

The black pan arrived steaming, oil still shimmering. Egg, tomato, pepper, and something else I could not identify, but that turned simplicity into a hug. The smell rose like a manufactured memory.

Maria broke bread and dipped it carefully.

“This isn’t food,” she said. “This is a truce.”

The word touched me because it was exact.

We ate in silence for a few minutes. Not out of discomfort, but respect for what the body was feeling. I had eaten for years without presence: breakfasts in front of email, lunches between meetings, dinners where conversation was logistical. Here, for the first time in a long while, chewing felt complete.

Laura drank tea, looked out the window, and said unintentionally:

“At home I never have breakfast like this.”

Maria looked at her without asking. Sometimes between women, a look is permission.

“How do you eat breakfast?” I asked.

Laura shrugged. Her gesture tried to sound casual, but there was tension in her jaw.

“Quick. Always fast. So, there is no time for the usual to start.”

“What’s the usual?” Maria said softly.

Laura looked down at the table, as if the answer were written there.

“That he wakes up in changing moods. And I learn to measure them. Not to get my tone wrong. Not to bring up certain things early.”

I felt a familiar sting. That domestic survival strategy: reading someone else’s emotional climate as if it were your own.

“That’s exhausting,” I said.

“It’s normal,” she replied.

And the word “normal” sounded old, learned, repeated.

Maria set the bread down and took her time before speaking.

“Normal doesn’t mean healthy.”

Laura smiled sadly.

“If it weren’t normal, I’d have left by now, right?”

No one answered. Because leaving is not a button. Because there are emotional investments, fear, routine, children, reputation, economic stability, and that poisonous idea that enduring is a virtue.

The waiter returned, placed a jug of water on the table, and asked in English if we wanted anything else to drink.

“Do you have wine?” Laura asked, testing the word like it was foreign.

He shook his head kindly.

“No alcohol. Family place.”

Laura laughed.

In Miami that would be unthinkable.

Maria looked at her.

“And don’t you think that’s beautiful?”

Laura blinked.

“Beautiful?”

“That you don’t have to anesthetize yourself to eat,” Maria said. “You just sit, and that’s it.”

I thought of how many nights wine had softened silence. How many dinners a drink had helped tolerate loneliness across from a husband who no longer looks at you.

“The flavor is enough here,” I said.

And I heard myself say it as if I were talking about something else.

The music appeared again, clearer now, from a radio near the kitchen. A melody with instruments I could not identify, a deep voice holding notes as if reluctant to let go. We did not understand the words, but the emotion arrived anyway.

Laura froze.

“That song,” she whispered. “It’s like someone is singing from inside a wound.”

Maria nodded slowly.

“Or from inside hope.”

She surprised me. Maria rarely spoke poetically. But Turkey was already pulling things from her that she hid even from herself.

“Do you think we could feel passion again?” Laura asked suddenly.

Her voice was not flirtatious. It was serious.

The question landed heavier than it sounded.

Maria inhaled. I looked at my hands.

“I don’t know if I remember what it feels like,” she said finally. “I am not talking about sex. I am talking about that feeling of being chosen with enthusiasm. Not habit.”

Laura swallowed.

“That is, it. Exactly.”

I thought of my husband, of his charisma outside, his distance inside.

“Sometimes,” I said, “you get so used to being unwanted that you start believing you’re not desirable.”

They both looked at me.

“No,” Maria said. “Not that.”

Her tone was firm, almost protective.

“We are many things. Beautiful. Intelligent. Capable. Look at what we have built in Miami. Look where we come from. And we are still going to measure our worth by the emotional appetite of a man who does not know how to see?”

Laura stayed silent. Her eyes filled.

“It’s just that sometimes you want to be told.”

It was not childish. It was human.

A local couple entered then. She wore her hair covered; he walked one step ahead, not forcefully, just out of old habit. They sat. He poured her tea. She smiled. I did not know if it was love, routine, or both. But I saw a gesture. Simple care.

Laura watched them.

“Do you think they still arrange marriages here?”

Maria shrugged.

“I have heard in some places they do. Not everywhere, but it exists.”

Laura rested her chin on her hand.

“That is crazy. We chose... and look at us.”

It hurt because it was true. No one forced us. But sometimes you choose from lack, from fear, from what you learned you deserved.

“Arrangement isn’t always made by family,” I said. “Sometimes it’s personal history.”

Maria looked at me with respect, as if she had learned something new about me.

The waiter brought more tea. The menemen pan was empty. Bread too. Outside, the sun had fully risen, and the city glowed with that mix of ancient and modern that does not ask for explanation.

Laura inhaled deeply.

“I don’t want to go back the same.”

Maria laughed, but it was serious.

“We will not be able to. We already started saying things.”

We sat quietly, watching the street. Music continued. Life continued. And I felt something that was not happiness, but close: space. Space in the chest. Space in the mind. Space to imagine versions of us that did not survive on emotional crumbs.

We paid and stepped outside. Chilly air greeted us again. Laura adjusted her coat and said something unexpected:

“Today I want to climb somewhere high.”

Maria raised an eyebrow.

“Galata Tower?”

Laura nodded. For the first time in a long while, her gaze was waiting. Decided.

“Yes. I want to see the whole city... I will understand myself a little.”

I looked toward where the tower hinted between streets and thought silently that seeing from above is dangerous. From above you see everything. Even what you have insisted on avoiding.

The way to Galata was not direct. Nothing in Istanbul wants to get you where you think you are going quickly. Streets rose and fell, narrowed, opened suddenly into small squares where people stopped to smoke, talk, simply be.

We walked silently, each with her inner dialogue. I felt that strange mix of anticipation and resistance. Going up meant seeing. Seeing meant understanding. And understanding often forces action.

“Do you regret it?” I asked Laura.

She shook her head without stopping.

“No. It scares me... but I don’t regret it.”

Maria walked ahead with the firm stride of someone who faces things directly. She stopped at a shop window. Inside, an old radio played Turkish music. A male voice, deep and slow, loaded with emotion we could not understand but could feel physically.

“This music,” Maria said, “doesn’t ask permission.”

I nodded. I thought about how even feeling needed authorization in our homes.

The tower appeared suddenly, closer than expected. Tall. Solid. Indifferent to time. People moved in and out naturally, as if altitude were ordinary.

We bought tickets and waited. Laura played with her coat edge. Maria observed everything carefully. I watched people.

The elevator rose fast. Too fast. Pressure in my ears. Something similar in my chest.

When the doors opened, wind hit us directly.

The city stretched endlessly.

Istanbul from above is not orderly. It is vast. Roofs, minarets, water, streets intersecting without logic. The Bosphorus glimmered in the distance, separating and uniting worlds.

Laura approached the railing carefully.

“It’s... too much.”

“No,” Maria replied. “It’s honest.”

I stepped closer. Nothing hid from this height. Ancient and modern, chaos and sacredness coexisted. I thought of us. How many versions of ourselves we had depended on where we stood.

“You can’t pretend from here,” I said.

Laura looked at me.

“That’s what scares me most.”

We stayed quiet a long time. Wind moved hair, cooled skin, cleared minds. Voices in many languages floated around us. Laughter. Life.

Then something small happened.

A man stood nearby. He did not invade. He simply existed. He watched the city calmly, holding a book. I did not read the title. He held it like someone allowing himself a pause.

I do not know why I noticed him. Or I do.

When he turned, our eyes met. Brief. Correct. No intention. But something in his serenity pierced me unexpectedly.

I did not smile. He did not hold my gaze. And that made it different.

I looked away first.

“Did you see that?” Laura whispered.

“What?”

“That we still exist.”

Maria said nothing but stepped closer.

“Don’t confuse a look with a promise,” she said finally. “But don’t minimize it either.”

The man left minutes later. No words. No repetition. Yet something had activated. Not illusion. Memory. The memory of being seen without being claimed.

Laura stepped back.

“From up here I realize something.”

“What?”

“My life became small not because it is... but because I stopped looking at it fully.”

Maria watched her. I felt a knot in my throat. Not sadness. Clarity.

We descended silently.

Outside, the city received us again.

“What now?” Laura asked.

I looked at the sky.

“We keep walking,” I said. “But not the same.”

We turned into a narrow street. The call to prayer rose again. This time it held me.

And as we walked, I understood something I did not say:

Looking at above does not change your life.

But it removes the excuse not to see it.

And for a woman who has lived shrinking, that is a dangerous beginning... and necessary.
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Chapter 3


The body also remembers.
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The Turkish baths building did not attract attention from the outside. It did not have the grandiloquence of palaces or the solemnity of mosques. He was sober, almost discreet, as if he did not need to announce what he kept inside.

We went in without talking much. The tiredness of the day weighed on the muscles, but there was something deeper that asked for pause. Delivery. Stop holding.

A woman showed us the way with gentle gestures. He gave us towels, sandals, he explained just enough. There was no excess of words. Here too there was no need to explain who you were.

The dressing room was warm. The humid air stuck to our skin even before we undressed. I stayed for a few seconds looking at my reflection in the mirror: the body that had sustained so many things, so many renunciations, so many routines. A body that had rarely been looked at with sincere desire... and that even so he was still there, firm, alive.

Laura took off her coat slowly, as if each garment were a layer that was difficult to remove.

"I've never felt comfortable naked," she said without looking at anyone. I always feel that... I owe something.

Maria looked up, surprised.

"You owe what?"

Laura shrugged.

"To be more." To be different. Do not disturb.

The phrase hurt me because I had thought about it many times without saying it.

We remained silent as we wrapped ourselves in towels. The body, when exposed, does not allow long speeches. Only truth.

We entered the main space, and the heat embraced us without asking permission. The steam rose slowly, enveloping everything. The marble walls returned a soft, diffused light. Women of different ages moved slowly, without haste, without shame.

No one compared. No one evaluated. No one hid.

The sound of falling water was constant, hypnotic. I sat down on the hot marble and closed my eyes. I felt the heat penetrate my back, my legs, my shoulders loaded with years of accumulated tension.

"This," murmured Maria. We do not do this at home.

I smiled. At home, the body was always at the service of something else: work, children, obligations, partner. Here, the body was useless. It existed.

A woman came over to signal us to lie down. His hands were firm, safe, respectful. He began to wash his skin with slow, steady movements. There was no hurry or excessive delicacy. It was an ancient care, learned, passed on.

When his hands touched my back, I felt something unexpected: the urge to cry.

Not out of sadness.

For relief.

The body began to release without my command. The breathing became deeper. I thought about how many times I had silently strained my shoulders during an argument that never quite happened. How many times have I accepted my husband's contact as someone who fulfills an agreement, not as someone who is wanted?

The water fell on me like a confession.

"Are you okay?" Laura asked from the marble next door.

"Yes," I answered. Only... tired of holding me alone.

Maria let out a brief, but not mocking, laugh.

"I don't remember the last time someone touched me without expecting anything in return.

The sentence was suspended among the steam.

Laura closed her eyes.

"I'm afraid to admit how much I need that," he said. To be touched without asking me to be something else later.

The heat was intense, but not suffocating. The body was beginning to feel a strange lightness, as if the weight were not only on the muscles, but on something deeper that finally found permission to loosen.

I thought about our marriages. In the shared beds where contact had become predictable, almost administrative. In the absence of caresses that did not seek results.

Here, on the other hand, touch did not promise anything. And that is why he was so powerful.

I sat up slowly. I looked around me: different bodies, scars, folds, marks of time. None seemed to apologize for existing.

"Do you see?" I said quietly. No one is hiding here.

Maria nodded.

"And yet there is modesty," he said. But it is another. It is not shame. It is respect.

Laura took a deep breath.

"I'd like to take this home," he said. This feeling of not having to justify my body.

I did not answer. Because I knew it was not that simple.

As we stepped out of the steam and the colder air touched our skin, I felt a shudder. Not cold. Of presence.

As I got dressed, I thought something that surprised me because of its clarity: we had not come to Turkey to fall in love with anyone. We had come to inhabit our bodies again. And that, for women who had been living more in their heads than in their skins for years, was already a silent revolution.

We left the hot area wrapped in clean towels. The body was still vibrating. We sat in a large, dimly lit room. There were low armchairs, small tables, and glasses of water. Everything invited us to stay.

Laura tucked her hair behind her ear.

"I feel weird," she said. As if they had taken off an armor that I did not even know I was wearing.

"That weighs heavily," Maria replied. You get so used to carrying things that when you let them go... It makes you dizzy.

I took a sip of water.

"Do you see?" I said. Nobody here asked us to be pretty. Nor pleasant. Nor strong.

Laura looked at me.

"And yet..." I felt seen.

Maria opened her eyes.

"In my house I am always the one who supports," she said. And when he touches me... It is because it corresponds. Not because I want to.

Laura looked down.

"Something similar happens to me.

"And when do you rest?" I asked.

"When I'm alone.

The silence was honest.

"I got used to not asking," I said. To convince myself that stability was enough.

"And it is?" Maria asked.

"It's comfortable. But it is not the same.

Laura rested her elbows on her knees.

"Do you think that love can die without anyone killing it?"

"I think he doesn't die sometimes," Maria replied. He runs out of oxygen.

"And we learned to breathe little," I said, "so we wouldn't notice.

Laura shed a tear.

"I'm afraid to go back.

Mary leaned over to her.

"It is not forgotten. It is kept in the body.

I thought of Istanbul.

"Maybe it's not about changing everything," I said. It is about coming back knowing something that we will no longer be able to ignore.

"That's scary, too," Laura said.

"But it's more honest," Maria replied.

When we finally got up, I felt my body light and my mind awake. It was not happiness. It was lucidity.

As we left, the chilly air greeted us again.

"I want to buy something," Laura said. Something small. Not to forget this day.

"Like an amulet," Maria smiled.

"As a reminder," Laura corrected. That is my body still matters.

We continued walking as the night approached unhurriedly.

And I knew that the real danger of that trip was not falling in love with someone new.

It was to stop accepting a life where the body only exists to fulfill.
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Chapter 4


The night also wakes up.
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Night fell on Istanbul without warning, as if the city did not need a transition to change its skin. The lights began to turn on one by one, reflecting on the wet pavement, on the shop windows, on the faces of the people who came out to occupy the street as if the day had not ended, it had only been transformed.

We walked slowly. The body was still tender after the bath, as if the skin had become more attentive to the world. Each sound seemed closer. Each smell, clearer.

"I feel exposed," Laura said, adjusting her coat. Comfortable... exposed.

"That happens when one stops hiding," Maria replied. Even if it is just a little.

The music appeared before we saw it. He was leaving a small place, almost hidden between shops. It was not loud music. It was deep. A feminine, deep, sustained voice, accompanied by instruments that I could not identify. He did not understand the words, but the tone was unmistakable: nostalgia without defeat.

We stopped without speaking. The sound caught us.

"This song," I said. Someone sings what they dare not say aloud.

Laura closed her eyes.

"There's no music like that in my house," he said. There is noise. Television. Cell phones. Uncomfortable silence.

Maria leaned her back against the wall.

"There is order in mine," he said. Everything works. Everything is in its place. Except me.

The phrase did not sound like a complaint. It sounded like discovery.

We continue walking. Istanbul did not ask for permission at night. Young couples walked hand in hand, families with small children, single men smoking at the door of a café, women chatting unhurriedly. No one seemed to hide.

We entered a restaurant where alcohol was not served. We were surprised again. In Miami, the night always needed a liquid excuse to exist.

Not here.

We ordered tea. Tea again. The habit was beginning to feel natural.

"Do you see?" Laura said. Here the night is not for escaping. It is to be.

I nodded. I thought about how many times I had gone out at night so as not to come home early. How many dinners had been an elegant way to postpone the silence of the home.

The waiter brought the glasses. The steam was rising slowly. Outside, the street was still alive.

"I realized something today," Maria said, looking at the tea. I always thought that my marriage was sustained because I was strong.

He looked up.

"But maybe it held up because I was getting small.

Laura looked at her carefully, as if that phrase had given her permission for something.

"I've grown small so many times," she said. So as not to make you uncomfortable. Not to provoke. So that he does not move further away.

I felt pressure in my chest. Not out of sadness. By recognition.

"And yet," I said, "they went away anyway.

No one disputed it.

The music was heard again from another venue. A different melody, same tone. Istanbul repeated a message in different languages: do not betray yourself to hold something that no longer supports you.

Laura fiddled with the spoon.

"Do you think one can fall in love again... of oneself?

Maria smiled barely.

"I think that's the one thing that should never be lost," he said. Even if we forget it seasonally.

I looked around. I observed a local couple sitting nearby. They did not touch each other too much. They did not look at each other constantly. But there was something about her way of sharing silence that caught my attention: comfort. Presence. No effort.

"I don't want fireworks," I said. I want to feel like I do not have to shrink to be loved.

Laura took a deep breath.

"That," he said. That is right.

We left the restaurant and continued walking. The wind was colder now, but pleasant. In the distance, the call to prayer rose again, setting the rhythm of the night. I was surprised to notice that I no longer got goosebumps like the first time. Now I calmed down.

"It's as if the city breathes for us," Laura said.

Maria nodded.

"And he will teach us to do it without fear."

We walked to a small, improvised viewpoint. It was not touristy. Just a space from where you could see the water in the distance, dark, calm. We lean against the railing without speaking.

I thought about our homes. In the shared beds. In the bodies that were no longer being sought. In the stability that we had defended as if it were love.

And I understood something that I did not say aloud, but that settled in clearly:

Not all loneliness feels the same.

And the hardest... it is the one that is lived accompanied.

Laura straightened up.

"Tomorrow I want to go to a sacred place," he said. But not as a tourist.

Maria smiled.

"Everything ends up being sacred here," he replied. It depends on how you look at it.

We started walking back to the hotel. We were tired, but it was a different kind of tiredness. A tiredness that does not weigh, that does not crush.

As we walked up the street, I knew that chapter 3 did not need a forceful closure. It was not necessary.

What had happened that day was enough:

We felt the body again.

We had told uncomfortable truths.

We watched the night without anesthesia.

And that, for women who had been surviving for years with misunderstood dignity, was a silent point of no return.
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Chapter 5


All versions of a woman
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Hagia Sophia is not seen. He sits down before he walks through the door.

We stopped for a few seconds in front of her, at the same time. Not out of immediate admiration, but out of a kind of involuntary respect. The building stood imposing, but not arrogant. He was big without the need to impose himself, old without looking tired.

"Everything has happened here," Laura said in a deep voice. And it still stands.

The phrase seemed more profound to me than she herself noticed.

We entered without speaking. The murmur of the people was diluted under the height of the dome. The space forced you to look up, as if your body needed to remember that not everything is decided at ground level.

The light entered irregularly, filtering through high windows, caressing mosaics that had survived centuries, wars, changes of faith, political decisions. Hagia Sophia had been a church, a mosque, a museum, and a mosque again. It had changed its name, function, symbols. Not of essence.

I felt a shudder.

"Do you see?" I murmured. She never stopped being her... even if they used it for different things.

Maria walked slowly, observing every detail carefully. Laura gently touched a column, as if she needed to prove that it was real.

"No one is just one thing here," Maria said. Here everything is layer.

The word floated away.

Cape.

I thought about us. In the woman I was in Cuba, learning not to ask for too much. The
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