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PROLOGUE
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Isabel García

WHAT A BASTARD! I SCREAMED inside my own head, cursing that worthless son of a bitch.

I didn’t come this far to hear that. He couldn’t be serious—or could he? I was confused, and I did the only thing I could think of in that moment. I tore his check into tiny pieces and threw them in his smug face. My blood is Spanish; I act on impulse and in the heat of the moment in every aspect of my life. I know I might regret some things, but this I will never regret. I know “never” is a strong word, but as long as I’m breathing, I don’t want a single cent from the man standing in front of me.

“You can swallow that check, Lorenzo River Nolan!” I shouted, rage boiling the blood in my veins.

“I knew you’d make this difficult. You’re so proud you can’t see an inch past that stuck-up nose of yours.” I grabbed my purse and, outraged, walked out of that place before I couldn’t be held responsible for my actions.

He was dead wrong if he thought he could buy me off like that. I never needed that—not even from my own father, let alone the man who got me pregnant. Deep down, I knew he’d pull something like this. A check and done. I know I was reckless getting involved with Enzo; he’s a first-class womanizer who can’t take anyone seriously. But that devil of a man is gorgeous, charming, and sexy—I fell for his smooth talk.

Despite everything, I want this child, and I won’t give that up, let alone my studies and my dream of becoming a traveling doctor. I don’t regret my decision to raise my son alone and fend for myself, the way I watched my mother do her whole life. I knew she would support me, wouldn’t leave me alone like that. Even though she thought I was impulsive, she wouldn’t judge me, because she knew I’d give my best to everything I set out to do in life. I wouldn’t give up my dreams for anything in the world. I would make them happen even with a baby in my belly. There was nothing that could make me give up on something once I set my mind to it—I only stopped when I got where I wanted to be.

I knew it wouldn’t be easy, especially being pregnant, single, and very young. I’d have to work hard, but my mother wouldn’t let me down, and that’s exactly what happened. That was the last day I ever saw Lorenzo River Nolan’s smug face, because I avoided even bumping into him at all costs. I moved to Barcelona and focused on taking care of myself, my son, and my mother.

I got into medical school at the Autonomous University of Barcelona. Since my grades were very good, I was thrilled to receive a full scholarship. Because classes took up the whole day, I didn’t work while I was in college. My mother got an excellent job as a sous chef at a renowned restaurant, which helped a lot with the rent on a simple apartment. She assured me she would hold down the fort so I could study and graduate as I’d always dreamed. It was hard at first, but over time, my mother climbed the ranks and got promoted to head chef at the restaurant, and we started living better. Doña Inés always loved cooking; she has a gift for it. She cooks with love, and everything she makes is delicious, modesty aside. That’s why I knew she’d get a promotion at the restaurant sooner or later.

The months flew by, and my pregnancy progressed well. I managed to keep up with my prenatal appointments. At the end of the day, I couldn’t stand it because my feet were so swollen, but I stayed strong. My family needed me, and I also needed to achieve my dreams. Despite the hard days, we managed to get by, and we never missed that damn check—and I’m proud of who I am today.

After a difficult natural birth—I’ve never felt so much pain in my life, those contractions are not from God—it was all worth it to see my little one crying at the top of his lungs, showing he’d arrived. My son, Guilhermo García, strong and determined like his mother. Over time, I noticed his features are very similar to his father’s, but his upbringing would be about teaching my son integrity and responsibility.

I graduated medical school with honors and began the fight to become one of the most sought-after doctors. And so, even leaving my mother alone with Gui after he turned eight, I started traveling from country to country to handle rare emergencies at big and small hospitals, just as I had always dreamed. When I saw it was working out, I went back and got my son, because I couldn’t stand being away from him anymore—I missed him like crazy. Every night I cried hearing his voice on the phone with me, and my mother’s too, who never abandoned me.

I faced many difficulties throughout that time—prejudice, all kinds of judgment, everything bad you can imagine. But I learned a lot from my work, and being able to help people when possible is a gift to my life. Leaving my mother in Barcelona broke my heart. When I went to get my son, I tried to convince her to come with us, but like a good, stubborn Spanish woman, she refused and told me to live my dream fully. In the first few years, Guilhermo really missed his grandmother, his home, and his friends, but over time he got used to it. We spent two to three years in each country and then moved on to another. In the process, we got to know different cultures and languages. I have to say, my son adapted very well to all the changes.

Until we went to Brazil, and my son was already a young man of eighteen. We lived in São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, where we stayed for four years. I always tried to keep a good dialogue with Guilhermo. We talked about everything, and I didn’t hide anything about his father; he knew everything that had happened. When he was a child, he understood little and was still very curious about him—he missed having a father figure. But after he grew up, in the last conversation we had, he told me he didn’t want to meet him. I wasn’t going to interfere in that; the decision had to be his. I know his father wasn’t right in what he did to me, but at the end of the day, he’s the biological father.

When I had to leave Rio de Janeiro, I had to leave Guilhermo behind. He had started university studying Automotive Engineering and had built some roots. Besides friendships, he had met a girl he was dating and seemed very much in love. My departure that time was for South Africa and involved many years of dedication. With great regret, I left my son in Brazil, with his promise to visit.

Some time later, I arranged his trip. When we met in Africa, we hugged so tightly. He was different—his eyes were empty and lost.

“Madre!” His choked voice hit me, and my eyes filled with tears. I missed him so much. It had always been the three of us against the world.

“Mi amor!” When I smelled him, I felt at home again. He is my home. Then I heard him cry harder and held him tighter in my arms. “Gui, what happened?”

“I lost her, Madre, and I couldn’t stop it,” he said, his voice full of desperation. I stroked his hair while frowning, trying to make logical sense of what he was trying to say.

“Lost who? You need to calm down first.” I let him go but stayed close, looking into his eyes. There was so much sadness in them that I felt awful seeing him like that.

“Mari, she’s gone, but I don’t want to talk about it. At least not right now. I can’t even talk about it,” he murmured, his voice still strained, as if he was holding himself together.

“It’s okay, mi amor!” I added, kissing his forehead with all my tenderness.

“I’m sorry for breaking down like this. This isn’t how I wanted to see you after so many months.”

“I know. Don’t worry about that. Just come in and make yourself at home. We’ll talk better sitting on the couch, and if you want, I can still offer you my lap. You know it doesn’t matter how old you are. I’ll always be here for you.”

“Yes, I know that, Madre. I got emotional, and with the travel fatigue, the homesickness, and everything I’ve been through in the last few months...”

“It was too much; I understand, mi amor.” I silenced him, and he smiled faintly—nothing like the Guilhermo I had left behind in Rio de Janeiro. “You didn’t call me much these months, and I was really worried. I know you have your own life and I respect that, but you can’t go so long without giving me news. No matter what it is, I need you to call me always.”

“Sorry, but they were hard months, the worst of my life. Can we talk about something else?” he asked with a pleading look. I respected that and changed the direction of the conversation. We talked about my work with the African children, and soon his expression shifted. I felt better, although I could still see the dark shadow of sadness in his eyes. When you’re a mother, you know exactly when your children are feeling sad and going through some pain—it’s a mother thing, strong as a rock.

After a few days in Africa, he helped me with some projects, and the children loved meeting him. My son started talking to them about cars and motorcycles. He explained he was a MotoGP rider, and they got excited about everything he told them. A few more days passed, and he received a phone call. Even though I didn’t know much about what it was, I felt relieved seeing my Gui smiling and excited.

“Madre, you won’t believe it!” His joy was contagious, and I felt genuinely anxious to know what had made my son so happy.

“What, mi amor?”

“I’m in the MotoGP World Championship!” he shouted, emotional and overjoyed.

“What happiness, and I’m so proud, Guilhermo!” I said, and we hugged. That night we celebrated together as if we were in Spain. We danced and enjoyed the news. It was my son’s dream to participate, and he had been trying to get in for a while. Since he was a child, he was interested in cars, but he always loved motorcycles and wanted to understand everything about how they worked, which is why he wanted to study Automotive Engineering. He opened a workshop in Brazil, made some contacts, and put together a team to break into the world of motorcycling. He succeeded. He inherited the Garcías’ determination.

I felt so proud of my son. My heart skipped a beat every time I knew he was on the track—after all, it’s something incredibly dangerous. But I pray a lot for the protection of Our Lady of the Pillar, the patron saint of Spain, to watch over him whenever he went to these competitions. And now I’m going to be even more at the saint’s feet.

A few days later, he left me, as there were meetings and a lot of training ahead. Guilhermo didn’t tell me what happened to Mari, his girlfriend, but Anita Ortiz, his assistant and best friend, called me to ask how he was doing. She spoke very vaguely about the girl’s death—it happened in one of those illegal races—and my heart was broken.

Worry consumed me, but she promised me she would take good care of him. That’s a recurring thing in a mother’s life: living with worry, especially when your son loves racing on dangerous motorcycle tracks.

Despite that, I feel like this story is only just beginning, and I would still see my son’s name everywhere as the best rider. I would feel even more proud to have raised him so well. I never gave up on him or my dreams, and I raised him with those thoughts and values. I knew Guilhermo García would not let me down.
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Guilhermo García

“COULD YOU AT LEAST leave the curtains closed?” I asked, my voice still thick with sleep, not the slightest bit interested in opening my eyes. I just wanted to sleep a little longer.

“Of course, darling! I’ll keep them closed, since you don’t need to get up for any important appointments.” Her sharp, mocking voice was enough to jolt me from my calm in a split second.

“I can’t believe I forgot!” I said, panicked, already knowing I was late.

“Your lucky charm, stud, is that I saw this coming and came as fast as I could, after several unanswered calls.”

“Anita Ortiz, you have my heart and my whole soul, you know that, right?”

“Stop talking nonsense and run to the bathroom. I’ll find you some clothes.” She never takes my declarations seriously, but she knows she’s my rock, the person I trust most, the one who manages and advises my motorcycle racing career like no one else. The best part is that Anita doesn’t back down for any smartass who tries to humiliate her, and that makes me admire her more every day.

I stepped into a cold shower, to help wake up and because I needed to get my head straight. The nightmares wouldn’t stop, getting more frequent every night. I’d barely managed to fall back asleep; it had been the same ever since she left. I pushed the bad memories away and got out of the stall, dried off, and when I left the bathroom, I saw Anita had left my clothes on the already-made bed. She’s obsessed with organization, a true Virgo who loves everything in its proper place.

“Guilhermo García, stop thinking about my organizational skills, put on those clothes, and get your ass moving right now.” On top of everything else, she seemed to read my mind, because she knew exactly what I was thinking. It scared the hell out of me, that ability of hers to guess my thoughts. I threw on my clothes quickly, grabbed my phone, and checked the time. I still had exactly ten minutes. I walked down the hall and saw her already sitting at the table, her laptop on and everything ready.

“I left a glass of juice and a piece of toast for you to eat in ten minutes flat. You know I won’t accept anything going wrong. We fought for years to get into this, and this team is everything to us. Alex and Tenner will be there too. They’ll handle the mechanical issues with your bike. Since they developed the bikes, they did an excellent job, by the way.”

“Yeah, they did. You know I agree with you, and I’m sorry about the delay. The nights haven’t been easy to deal with. It’s good that Alex and Tenner will be joining too,” I said, grabbing the juice and toast, eating quickly as she logged into the virtual meeting room.

From there, we talked with our new sponsors and the new team. I’d come back from Africa a week after getting Anita’s call telling me we’d done it. I could hardly believe it. Before I left, at the airport, my mother said something to me that gave me so much hope. She looked me in the eye, held my face, and said, “Sometimes all we need is a fresh start, and you have a new chance to rebuild yourself now. No matter what you’ve been through, it only makes you stronger, mi amor.”

That was what I needed to move on with my life. It had been a while since everything happened, and the only thing that made me even a little happy was being in my workshop or on the track, racing at high speed, feeling the adrenaline seep into my bloodstream, giving me the perfect hit of dopamine.

I couldn’t live without riding. It’s the air I breathe, the only place where I truly find myself. That’s why I love what I do, and Anita, along with Alex, managed to get us to the top. I’d taken part in a lot of dangerous races around the world, and that gave me visibility. I made my name seen, spoken about, sought after. The result couldn’t have been better. We joined Team Wacco Racing. I went from 125cc to Moto2, and now to MotoGP. In other words, I moved up and reached where I’d always dreamed.

In a few more days, we’d have to travel to Spain, where everything would start again. Just getting into a team like this is a victory, but we want more. This year’s bike would arrive on Spanish soil in a week for us to start testing. I’d be able to weigh in on everything, and that’s important since I have mechanical knowledge. Pointing out improvements helps a lot with the bike’s potential and, consequently, with better performance on the track.

After the meeting, Anita and I sorted out the details of the trip and our stay in Spain. She got the tickets. On top of that, she closed a deal with the team to bring my bike, because I really wanted to land in Seville and hit the road to Jerez de la Frontera.

[image: ]

FEELING THE BREEZE at high speed, that powerful feeling of freedom took hold of me. I was arriving in Spain in the best way possible. Many would say I’m crazy for getting off a plane just to hit the open road, but for me, it’s something unique. My mother and I never stayed in one place for more than two or three years. Only in Brazil did we stay for six, because she saw an opportunity to help more people. She always followed her instincts and the needs of the place.

Coming back to Spanish soil felt like coming home, even with the mix of anxiety and fear of finding a piece of a past I barely knew on this road. I only know what my mother told me, and honestly, I don’t know if I want to dig it all up. But that possibility is next to zero. Enjoying the road, already arriving in Andalusia on the long highway, a Ducati 1209 passed me, interesting and going very fast. It slowed down and popped a wheelie, riding on just one wheel.

I slowed down, totally amazed, and then I saw it wasn’t a man riding, pulling off that stunt. It was a woman. I saw the curls of her brown hair flying even under her helmet. The people in the pickup truck to my left on the road were screaming and filming everything. She took one foot off the bike and put it on the asphalt, and I couldn’t explain what I felt at that moment—a whirlwind of adrenaline and fear, the kind I only experience on the track. Then she returned to a normal position and accelerated even more ahead of me, disappearing from sight in seconds, leaving me slack-jawed and very interested in knowing the identity of the woman riding that boldly. I was impressed, but I know exactly how dangerous it can be. I don’t even like to think about the outcome.

When I got to Jerez, it was like the first time I’d passed through there for a race, except that time it was only for three days and I couldn’t stay to enjoy the city. That’s the life of a motorcycle racer. We never really get to enjoy the countries we pass through. It’s from the circuit to the airport and so on, all over again. Jerez de la Frontera is a municipality in the province of Cádiz, in the autonomous community of Andalusia, Spain. The municipality is specifically famous for sherry, a type of fortified wine typical of the country, horses, flamenco, and motorcycle racing.

The city has traditional, charming squares and cobblestone streets, as well as enriching museums. It’s a city with a beautiful historical culture, since its origins are in prehistory. Very charming and pleasant to live in. I’d spend the next few days here until the start of the Championship, and then we’d head to the other places where the races would be.

When I got to the center, I waited for Anita and Alex to arrive with the rest of the team. That’s when I spotted a bar facing the main square with red letters reading “NAVARRO, the most traditional and modern bar in Jerez.” While I waited, I decided to have some water or juice, since it was pretty hot. I knew the summers here were intense.

As soon as I walked into the bar, I could hear Spanish music filling the place, and I noticed how nice and complete it was. It wasn’t just a bar. It had a counter with a backdrop of wooden shelves lined with various bottles of liquor, a dance floor, and a beautiful stage lit up with colorful LEDs. It seemed perfect for coming at night. That’s when I realized that this bar belonged to the family of Juan Sanz Navarro, an acquaintance who had accompanied me to some races.

That’s when I saw him walk in, taking off his sunglasses and loosening the collar of his white shirt. Juan is tall and very strong. He picked up a cigar from the counter and, when he turned to me, his eyes went wide with surprise at finding me there.

“Guilhermo García, long time no see!”

“You know, I just now connected your last name to the bar.” We shook hands and slapped each other on the back. I remember how much fun we had in Ireland, after the madness of the Isle of Man TT race, an autonomous community located in the sea between Ireland and Great Britain, one of the most dangerous races in the world.

“Man, you remember our last celebration, right? That race was incredible, the best I’ve ever watched, actually. But how are you?”

“It really was amazing. I’m doing well. I stayed in Brazil for a while after that race, and now I’m back on Spanish soil for the World Championship.”

“Oh, there’s no way I’m missing that. So, what would you like to drink?”

“Nothing alcoholic. It’s still early. I just need some ice-cold water. It’s so hot here in Jerez.”

“It’s summer, my friend.” He served me water with ice and lemon, and we talked until I heard her voice.

“You’ve already found a bar, haven’t you, Guilhermo?” Juan stopped organizing his glasses and fixed his gaze on my agent Anita with an intense look. Even though she’s my friend, my manager, and practically a sister to me, she has a unique beauty. Her dark skin and full hair are truly striking, and when she smiles, she makes men sigh. I’ve seen her break many hearts. She’s a woman who likes to live free, but I know she longs to live a sweeping love story. She deserves that and so much more. Even though she always says the opposite, we can tell from the look in her eyes that she longs for someone who can win her over in an intense and special way.

“I just came for some water. Didn’t you feel how hot it is out there?” I had to cut through the whole vibe between them. “Alex, look who I found here!” I said, turning to my friend, who smiled.

“Well, well, if it isn’t Navarro in the flesh.”

“And plenty of muscle, sweetheart,” Anita added, smiling sideways in a way I knew well. She liked him, believe it or not.

“That’s right. Pleasure to meet you. I’m Juan Sanz, owner of the bar and buddy of these two ghosts right here,” he said, pointing at me and Alex. Anita stepped closer to him, and they shook hands, staring at each other until she whispered.

“Anita Ortiz. The pleasure is all mine.”

“O.K., O.K. We’ve been ghosts, but for a good cause. Look, we’re here for the Championship again.”

“That calls for a good drink, don’t you think?” Juan asked suggestively.

“We’ll come back tonight to see the action, but right now I need these two to get some sleep for the meeting we have later.”

“I understand. I’ll expect you tonight, then.” He winked at Anita, and we shook hands, smiling. We left the bar, and I followed the car to the hotel where we’d be staying, until the rented house was available, which my very efficient agent had arranged for us.

As soon as we finished checking in at the front desk, we went upstairs and rested. The trip had been long, and we were tired. And at night, I really wanted to go to Bar Navarro to see the place in action and watch the Spanish people having fun.

​
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Dolores Lopez

“ONE, TWO, THREE, AND let’s go.” They followed my steps and we went right, left, and tossed our hair forward, finishing in that delicious, sensual Latin rhythm. “Beautiful, everyone! Thank you for the rehearsal, and that’s it for today—tonight’s already looking promising. The chosen makeup look has already been sent to the group, and we’re wearing the gold costume.”

“You know how much I love it when you all perform in the gold costume, don’t you?” I heard the deep, raspy voice that was unmistakably my boss, Juan Sanz Navarro, owner of the bar and my best friend.

“Sí, we’ll have flamenco too.” He smiled even wider and stepped closer.

“Is everything okay?” He always knew when something was off. We’d known each other for years, since childhood, and nothing got past Juan.

“I can never fool you, can I?” He raised an eyebrow, that trademark expression of his when he wanted to say he was right.

“Lola, you already know I understand everything about you, and I’ll always be here for whatever you need. That’s never going to change. I consider you my sister.”

“I know that. It’s mutual. It’s just my mother—she got home after me last night, and I’m worried she’s drinking again.”

“If you want, I can check with Barbosa. We know that if she started drinking again, she’d go there, to the place she used to frequent.”

“You know I’m not the type to be afraid of anything. I’ve always faced everything life throws at me. But I thought about checking, and I didn’t have the courage.”

“I understand you perfectly. I lived with that disease, and I know very well the fear we feel when things can come back all of a sudden like that.”

“I hope it’s a mistake and just me worrying too much. I appreciate you always helping me. Now, changing the subject—I heard the girls saying we have a dance this weekend.”

“I’m not even going to answer you about the help,” he said, furrowing his brow and staring at me seriously, looking almost hurt. That’s just Juan’s way—I love him like a brother. “Now, about the dance—it’s something special to welcome a friend.”

“What friend? Do I know him?” I was immediately curious.

“You don’t know him personally,” he said, walking out and heading to the counter. After going around it, he started organizing the glasses and bottles scattered around from last night. “Even though he was born on Spanish soil, he didn’t live here. He traveled the world, so you might know him from the tabloids.”

“That’s all you’re going to tell me, Juan? You swear you want to keep me curious for the rest of the day?”

“So many questions? The only thing is, you’ll meet him tonight. I just hope River Nolan doesn’t show up here, because that could go bad.”

“What does Jacob have to do with this special guest of yours?”

“Everything!” was all he said, leaving me even more curious.

“Our Lady help us, then. Let’s hope he doesn’t come. I can’t take that smooth-talking seduction act of his anymore, with that blonde on his arm. If he knew how ridiculous he looks, he wouldn’t keep bothering me, since I already said no.”

“That’s like a bomb of determination for that River Nolan,” Juan added, smirking. “He never gets tired, and the blonde lets him be with whoever he wants. They’re always preaching each other’s freedom.”

“I’ve got nothing against that open relationship they have, but it wouldn’t work for me. I hate sharing.”

“I’m with you, despite everything I’ve done in my life.” We smiled at each other, a knowing look passing between us.

“Well, the conversation’s great, but I have to get to the restaurant. That’s the double-shift life for you.”

“Go on. Lots of strength, and good work,” he said goodbye. And when I turned around, he called out, “And Lola, you’re going to get where you want, sooner or later.” I smiled at my friend and went to grab my things and my helmet. I said goodbye to everyone and waved at Juan.

I put my backpack on and my helmet. There are three things in this life that I love more than anything. The first is my family, the second is dancing, and the third is riding my motorcycle. It might not make sense to you, but to me, there’s nothing better than feeling the wind and that sense of freedom and adrenaline. I mounted my Ducati 1209, which I won in a local dance competition, and started it up. Hearing its engine roar is music to my ears. I backed up and headed toward the restaurant, still wondering who Juan’s special guest could be and why he had everything to do with Jacob River Nolan.

[image: ]

AFTER SERVING SO MANY tourists at the restaurant and being friendly to everyone, I called it a day, exhausted, and bumped into a tall, muscular man. His delicious perfume hit me. But I didn’t even get to hear his apology, because he hurried off before I could say anything. Handsome men are always a danger. I try to keep my distance from them. I don’t avoid having fun, but I’m very careful with my heart, and those gorgeous guys are walking hazards. They always leave a trail of broken hearts wherever they go, and honestly, I don’t need that in my life.

I got home, and the chaos was obvious, since my sisters‘ voices were way too loud. Luna was cracking up; she’d definitely done something to Olivia, who was yelling back at her loud and clear. I wonder where the lady of the house is, why she hasn’t put those two in their place. But Mrs. Dulce got home later than I did last night.

“Did you know this sandal is mine? Why are you taking it? It doesn’t even fit you,” Olivia scolded her. But Luna didn’t cower under her sister’s angry glare. Luna is bold, and she talks back to everyone in this house. Sometimes the only one who can stop her is me, but I’m not always around, since I work during the day and at night. I can’t keep up with everything, but I keep trying to help and handle all my responsibilities.

“Let’s stop this silly little fight. Luna, give your sister’s sandal back. You can’t wear something like that yet, and you might end up hurting yourself, sweetheart.” She looked at me with wide eyes, dropped the sandal where it was, and ran to me. I welcomed her with a hug.

“You were really late today, Lola, and it’s almost time for you to leave again. Did you know I miss you?” My youngest sister is very attached to me, and honestly, I am to her too. It’s like she’s my daughter.

“The restaurant was packed with tourists as always, but don’t worry, my day off is coming up, and we’ll go out together. I’ll take you dancing with me at the rehearsals at Navarro. What do you think?”

“I think that’s more than amazing, my Lola!” I stroked her face gently and kissed her forehead, then looked at her seriously.

“Now, go clean up the mess you made in the living room. Like I’ve explained to you, this isn’t the place for that. Play in your room.” She agreed and left, picking up her toys one by one.

“Oli, how are things?” I asked my other sister. Yes, I have two sisters. Luna is the youngest, she’s ten. Olivia is fifteen.

“They are as you can see. I’m managing everything here today because our mother hasn’t left her room.”

“What? Did you check if she’s okay?”

“Of course, but she was sleeping every time I went in there, and she refused to get out of bed. Don’t tell me she had a relapse?”

“I can’t believe this,” I fumed. What I was afraid of must have happened, and I didn’t know what would become of us.

“Okay.” I took a deep breath and let it out, which helped me think more clearly about what to do, since I still had to go to work tonight. “Leave it to me. I’ll go see how she is and what happened.” Oli nodded and stomped out. I closed my eyes and shook my head, refusing to believe that after being sober for so long, my mother would let herself be taken over by alcohol again. There’s nothing sadder than that to me. I try to stay happy and strong for my sisters and even for her. Will this never end? Just when I finally thought we’d have a little peace.

Summoning my courage, I approached my mother’s bedroom door. I put my hand on the doorknob and tried to hear any noise coming from inside, but there was total silence. So I opened the door and went in. Doña Dulce was lying on her back with her eyes closed.

“Madre,” I called, walking closer. I nudged her with my hand. She flinched and stared at me with wide eyes, sitting up too fast.

“What’s this?” she asked, trying to understand. But I was the one who wanted to know something, since she’d spent the day locked in her room sleeping.

“It’s me, Dolores, Mom!” I said, my voice dragging, showing all my weariness with this situation.

“What do you want here?”

“Is everything okay? The girls said you spent the whole day sleeping and didn’t eat or do anything.”

“Today makes twenty-five years, my daughter.” She didn’t look at me. Her empty, sad gaze stayed fixed ahead, glazed over and full of tears.

“Twenty-five years?”

“If your father were here, we would have celebrated, and celebrated well, because we wouldn’t be living like this,” she said, and then I remembered it would have been their silver wedding anniversary. My father was taken by cancer that started in his lung, and there was nothing more to be done. He was a smoker, and everything we went through wasn’t easy. Before I left for Barcelona to study dance, we lost him, and I had to postpone my studies for the time being. I spent a few months with my family and took on the responsibility of helping raise my sisters and taking care of my mother.

“Ah, mi madre!” I whispered and took her in my arms, hugging her until she gave in, surrendered to the embrace, and cried as much as she wanted.

“I know you’re worried, but yesterday I went to the restaurant your father used to take me to. I remember we had a delicious wine, the famous sherry. But I sat down at the table, ordered a glass, and stared at it for two long hours, remembering your father’s charming smile, our fun conversation. He thought I was cheerful and full of life. But...”

“Madre, you can still be that woman. He would want to see you like that. You can’t let your life slip away like this. It’s been more than...”

“I know how many years it’s been since he left. I don’t want to remember, but today I spent the day counting all the time we’ve been without him.”

“I can imagine what you’re feeling, because I miss him every day too. But I try to stay strong and happy for all of you, because I know that’s what he would want from us. So, let’s get up and make dinner for your girls. I still have to go to the bar to perform, and they miss you.”

“It’s okay, mi amor! You know, without you, I’d already be lost. I don’t know what I’d do with my life.”

“You know we’re together until the end. It’s the four of us against the world.”

“He must be so proud of his little girl, wherever he is.” My eyes filled with tears, and I felt my chest tighten and my throat burn. But I smiled at my mother. That was what she needed in that moment.

After that, she got up, and I quickly organized the room, opening the curtains and windows to let in some fresh air. Even though the weather in Jerez was hot, the afternoon was improving with a pleasant breeze.

My mother hugged my sisters, and they called her to the kitchen. She always liked having everyone’s help. I did what I could and went to take a shower, since my night was still going to be long. It’s flamenco and Latin choreography night—Saturday night at Navarro is always more lively. On Sunday, I’d still have to get up early to rehearse for the MotoGP World Championship selection. At the sponsor events, they want Spanish dancers for the general performances, and I knew that was a unique opportunity for me.

After dinner with my beautiful girls, I gave my mother a tender kiss and sent a message to my stage colleagues. I forwarded an audio to my friends to let them know about the flamenco night at the bar—it always draws a lot of tourists who want to check it out, and they loved it. I grabbed my backpack and helmet and left the house. I always liked to arrive early to get ready calmly and still go over the steps with the girls.

As soon as I arrived, I parked in front of the bar, in my usual spot. I got off the bike, and next to me was a tall man staring at me. I didn’t notice his face, just the perfume—which, if I’m not mistaken, was the same one I’d smelled earlier when I bumped into that handsome man at the restaurant. But that would be crazy and a coincidence, wouldn’t it? I took off my helmet, shook my hair out, and smoothed it with my other hand. I went in through the side door, because I didn’t want to run straight into that River Nolan. The night hasn’t even started yet—I need at least a little peace to get through two performances.
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WE GOT TO THE HOTEL, and I went straight for a shower, exhausted from the long trip. When I lay down on the soft, fragrant bed, I let my eyes close and relaxed a little, and I thought of her. Mariana would have loved Spain, especially Jerez. I could almost hear her laugh. I’ve never known anyone more cheerful than Mari—she lit up everything around her with this incredible, contagious energy.

I ended up falling asleep, thank God, because whenever I think about her, I can’t sleep. I woke up to my phone ringing and vibrating on the nightstand beside the bed, and of course, it was Anita. I answered, rubbing one eye while holding the phone to my ear.

“Did I wake you?” Her question sounded like a statement. She knew me way too well.

“Yeah. Can you believe I actually got some sleep here?”

“Well, obviously. You were exhausted. At least that helped you sleep.”

“At least that, right?”

“You need to move on. I know it’s not easy, but you have to keep going. At least try.”

“I know. But it’s not that simple.”

“Just let yourself relax a little. I know you only manage that when you’re on your bike, but use this Championship for that too.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll try.”

“Good. And count on me and Alex. Speaking of which, are we going to Bar Navarro?”

“Knew you wouldn’t last long before asking. For your happiness, yes, we are. Juan told me tonight’s flamenco night, and I love watching it.”

“I’m dying to see the show, but I won’t lie—what I really want is to see the bar owner.”

“Ah!” I let out a laugh into the phone, because I’d noticed exactly how those two had been eyeing each other earlier. “I already knew that. You never hide it when you’re interested in someone.”

“I don’t hide anything at all. So, how many minutes until you’re ready?”

“Fifteen, tops. I’ll shower and get dressed.”

“Don’t forget your cologne. Just in case you run into—”

“Stop right there,” I cut Anita off. “It’s way too soon for me to get involved with anyone.”

“You might think you’re not ready, but fate could prove you wrong. So at least smell good in case the right moment comes.”

“I always smell good, Anita!” I heard her laugh on the other end, and it made me smile.

“I know. Just messing with you, Gui. Now go get ready. Alex and I will wait for you downstairs in the hotel lobby. Don’t take too long, because I can’t take it anymore—you need your daily dose of Alex.”

“Okay, okay.” I hung up, tossed the phone aside on the bed, and jumped to my feet. Despite everything, I wanted to distract my mind a little from the memories of the past. I knew there was also the risk
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