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​Chapter 1 – Unexpected Encounter
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I wasn’t one for long-term plans. Life had tossed me around too much for me to ever trust a calendar. Even so, one day I sat down at my computer, logged onto the civil service exam portal, and signed up. It wasn’t a calling—I won’t pretend it was—but rather exhaustion. That specific kind of weariness that seeps into your bones after you’ve suffered through enough temporary contracts, hurried bosses, and salaries that always seemed to fall short of the slightest unforeseen hitch.

I prepared as best I could, driven more by inertia than faith, and I landed the position. Truth be told, I passed the initial test much like someone who buys a lottery ticket and, for once, finds fortune smiling back. I still don’t understand how I scored high enough to make the cut. But the second exam, the practical one, was a different story. I took that one seriously. I locked myself away for two whole months, morning and night, no distractions, as if the rest of the world didn't exist. I stopped seeing friends, turned off the TV, and lived on cheap coffee and highlighted notes. For the first time in a long while, I felt like I was fighting for something that depended solely on me.

When I walked out of that classroom, I knew I’d done well. Not perfect, but with that rare peace that comes from knowing you’ve left nothing on the table. And sure enough, a few weeks later, I found my name on the list of selected candidates. Suddenly, I had fixed hours, a title with a surname, a desk, and an office that smelled of paper and reheated coffee. I became a civil servant.

It wasn't a glorious leap; it was almost silent. My close friends congratulated me, my mother sighed as if I’d finally been tucked into a safe, far away from my own blunders, and I learned to arrive at the same time every day, to clock in, to sit down, and to solve small problems that felt enormous to everyone else. I got used to the "come back tomorrow," the "that’s just how it is," the "there’s a procedure for that," and that security of knowing the month would end with a deposit in my account. Over the years, I realized that stability isn't boredom; it’s a different kind of adventure, a more discreet one. A sort of calm sea where a boat with loud music passes by every now and then, but the water remains the same.

In the meantime, I got tangled up in stories. Some were flashes that lasted only as long as a song in a bar. As the days went by, relationships multiplied at the same rate the internet grew. It was a parallel universe where a screen and a bit of curiosity were enough to find company. I remember the first chat rooms, the late nights navigating among strangers who seemed to understand you better than anyone, and the improvised encounters after hours of typed words. The web became a sentimental storefront where we were all looking for something: love, a distraction, or perhaps just to be heard by someone who didn’t know us at all.

Some of those experiences were curious, even tender; others were anecdotes forgotten by the next morning. And then there was one that stretched long enough to mistake desire for habit. It turned into a marriage. We married without fireworks, but with a certain adult hope. With that union came my son, and with him, a compass I didn't know I needed. Everything that had been vague became sharp; what was superfluous simply fell away. I went from being a man searching for himself to one buying diapers in the middle of the night and learning to heat bottles to the exact right temperature. I had never felt a responsibility so simple and clear.

But then came the wear and tear. There was no disaster, no third parties, no plates shattered against the floor. There was a slow erosion, like a garment you wear too often until one day you notice it’s full of holes. The house became populated with parallel routines: her show, my book; her silence, mine. The divorce arrived like winter: with fair warning. When we signed the papers, I didn't feel like I’d lost a war, but rather like I was closing an unlocked door. We separated with respect, mostly for the boy, and I entered that stage that brochures call "responsible co-parenting," which, in practice, felt like learning to live with less noise and a shared calendar.

That was where I was one Saturday morning, my head spinning with a thousand details, when I took the little one to the mall. Those places had become the theme parks of the modern age: people killing time, air conditioning, ambient music, and the sensation of doing something even if you were doing nothing at all. To be honest, they worked for me. I knew them all, from the one with the most comfortable cinema seats to the one with the best fried calamari sandwiches. I could spend hours wandering between shops, letting myself be carried by that consumerist inertia disguised as leisure. Perhaps it would have been more practical to go to the countryside, breathe clean air, or head to the beach. Sometimes I thought the ideal thing would have been to rent a rural cottage, teach Curt how to plant a potato or recognize the smell of wet earth.

But the convenience of proximity always wins. And the galleries, with their cold air and bright hallways, ended up being our makeshift field, our soulless refuge. My kid had grown just enough that his sneakers became too small every two months, and we came with the promise that this time he wouldn't pick a pair that looked like rockets. That was the excuse to get out of the house and kill time on my weekend with him. Because, truth be told, I never quite got used to this split dynamic. At first, the silence of the Saturdays without him was strange, and when he was with me, the home was filled with a necessary but exhausting racket. There was always that lingering oddness, as if reality had been divided into even and odd weeks.

We walked down the central corridor as if it were a grand avenue. I liked to observe, perhaps an occupational hazard from the office: the people waiting, those looking without seeing, those making the hours run faster.

"Those ones?" I asked, a box in my hand.

"Too white," he said. "They’ll get dirty in two days."

"You’ll stain them in two hours."

He smiled. That’s what we were there for: to repeat the same old ritual. Try them on, walk around, pretend we cared about the cushioning, and leave with a sense of mission accomplished. If maturity had a sticker album, that Saturday would have been just one more grey, dull sticker. Until I saw her.

I didn't recognize her the way a streetlight flicks on. I perceived her the way one recognizes a melody on a distant radio. It was a posture, perhaps the way she tucked a lock of hair behind her ear or the way she tilted her head toward a shelf. It took me a few seconds to accept that the body holds memory better than the mind and that the woman was her. Jenn.

My heart began to beat with an absurd speed, as if I’d been shoved back into an era I thought was buried. My hands grew clammy and, I have to admit, a smile escaped me. It had been a long time since I’d seen her, and yet I kept that clean, almost luminous memory of our first time. In my mind, she was still that girl with black eyes and a shy gesture. Her name hit me as if someone had shouted it. Jenn.

Time, which had been cruel to me regarding my hairline and my patience, had been kind to her. She wore a light blue dress that draped elegantly—simple, unadorned, like everything about her. She moved with that particular calm of hers, as if the seconds obeyed her. She observed a garment closely, touched it, and then laughed with her eyes—that silent laugh that always gave her away.

"Dad, these are cool," Curt said, pulling me toward a display of black sneakers.

"One second," I asked, not taking my eyes off her. "We'll go in a moment."

It’s not easy to describe what happens inside when the past shows up like that, dressed in a Saturday morning. I wasn't brave, nor was I a coward. I was just me, with a hand on my son's shoulder and a racing pulse. I hesitated over whether to approach, whether to maintain my dignity and take another aisle, or let chance decide. I didn't decide. It was she who looked up and found me.

There were no trumpets. There was a moment of surprise and another where she smiled with a mixture that was hard to define: joy, disbelief, perhaps a trace of something older. And I spoke her name. Not as someone calling out, but as someone recognizing.

"Jenn."

She turned fully, left the hanger on the rack, and took two steps toward me.

"My God..." she whispered. "Is that you?"

"Seems that way."

The boy looked at me as if he’d suddenly found himself in an interesting scene.

"Do you know her?"

"From a long time ago," I answered. "A very long time."

We stopped at that awkward border where you don't know whether to extend a hand or open your arms. She dissolved the doubt naturally: she folded into me with the same warmth as always, and I returned the gesture, making no effort to hide my agitation. She wasn't wearing perfume, but that neutral scent was precisely the imprint I remembered. As I held her, that aroma invaded me with such violence that I felt a floodgate to my memories swing open. Smells have that capacity to unearth moments you thought were dormant.

"You look exactly the same," she heard me say. "Or better."

"You too," she replied, with that courtesy every 'ex' knows. "Well... more serious."

"That’s age and being a civil servant."

She laughed. The laugh was the same. Two fine lines formed by her eyes and a tiny dimple appeared on her left cheek. I thought of nonsensical things, as if someone had cut the brakes on my neurons.

"I'm sorry," I said, "this is my son, Curt." I put my hand on his shoulder. "Hey champ, this is Jenn, an old friend."

My son said hello, barely lifting his chin, maintaining that precarious adolescent balance between shyness and politeness. Jenn acknowledged him, and immediately her eyes sought mine again, scrutinizing me as if trying to read the summary of all the years we had spent in silence.

"Wow, he's so tall," she said.

"Yeah, and he’ll keep growing. He’s almost at my height already."

We laughed, and for a few seconds, the noise of the mall blurred into the background. I felt that discomfort of someone who knows that, if they were alone, they would talk non-stop, but with witnesses, they bite their tongue.

"Are you in a hurry?" she asked with a slight smile. "I could use a seat for a while."

"We're buying shoes," I said. "But..." I looked at Curt. "Do you mind if we go to the cafe upstairs for five minutes and then come back down?"

"I’m going to look at the skate shoes," he said. "I’ll stay around here." He looked at me with that confidence that sometimes surfaced when it suited him. "See you later."

It wasn't the first time he’d given me a lesson in maturity. I thanked him with a nod. Jenn also watched him with tenderness, as if she were getting to know me all over again through him.

We walked slowly toward the escalators. Jenn rested a hand on the railing; her other hand hung free, and I was tempted to brush against it, but I didn't. I stood half a step behind, escorting her without meaning to.

"And you?" I asked. "How are you?"

"Good," she said. "I also have a daughter, a little older than yours, and then there’s work, home, routines. You know." She laughed. "I think we’ve both reached that side of life."

"Yeah. The side where Friday nights are a blanket and a movie you never finish."

"Or never even start."

We sat at a table by the glass, looking into the shop. We ordered two coffees and a bottle of water. As the waitress walked away, I had the feeling of not wanting to play and yet already being deep in the game.

"I see you..." she said, then paused. "Different."

"Balder. Calmer. I got married, got divorced, and now I’m a divorcee with a kid." I smiled with a resigned gesture. "Life just kept moving. Sometimes love simply runs out, no drama required."

She nodded, trying to place me in this new version of myself. She looked at me with curiosity, but without prying.

"I'm happy for you," she said. "And for him. He seems like a good kid."

"He’s a good lad. His head is screwed on tighter than mine was at his age."

"That’s not hard."

We burst out laughing, and the sound was unexpected, as if a weight had been lifted. In that laughter was everything we hadn't expressed. Ten years ago, any table would have been an excuse to kiss, to brush hands on the tablecloth. But now, the surface was a neutral ground to see if we were still capable of understanding one another. We looked at each other over the steaming mugs, searching for that familiarity that oblivion tries to erase.

"I haven't asked," I said. "What about you? How is... everything?"

"Good," she said again, but the word had a different color. "I got married a while ago. He’s a good man." She touched her ring automatically. "He works too much for my taste. Life settled into place. Sometimes I overthink things."

"It suits you. The balance."

"Thanks."

A brief silence. I remembered that song by Silvio Rodríguez, "Ángel para un final"—the one that said the silence between two people is because an angel steals their voice. That image had always impressed me, but in that moment, I felt it in the flesh.

"You know?" she said. "When I saw you, I thought time is either a cruel joke or a second chance. I don't know."

"It depends on what you do with it."

"And who you run into in the middle of a Saturday."

I sat watching the people going up the escalator as if I were watching a river. I felt that if I didn't say something soon, the moment would break.

"That night," I said finally, not wanting to step onto mined ground just yet. "The last one." She nodded; she knew which night I meant. "I thought a thousand times that I’d done the right thing."

"And did you?"

"A thousand times, yes. Another thousand, no."

"I thought the same." Her eyes grew moist, but she didn't cry. "For a while, I looked for you without meaning to, everywhere I went."

I opened my mouth to change the subject, to flee back to the present, but at that instant, the phone in her purse rang. She fumbled for it, looked at the screen, and took a breath.

"It’s him," she said, without needing to explain who. "He’s downstairs, parked. I told him I’d only be a minute."

I nodded. I noticed how the modern cathedral filled with noise again and the table became just an ordinary coffee shop fixture. I licked my lips.

"I'm glad I saw you," I said, sincerely.

"Me too." She stood up slowly. "Very much."

I hesitated for a second before speaking.

"Could I have your number?" I asked, almost clumsily.

She stood still. She hesitated.

"I don't know if that's a good idea," she said at last, in a low voice.

"Well, as you like. I won't force you."

We stayed quiet for a few seconds. Then she looked up and traced a faint smile.

"Do you have somewhere to write it down?"

"Yes, of course."

I pulled out my device and she dictated the number slowly, while I wrote it without looking at her much, as if each digit were a kind of promise.

We walked toward the elevator. On the way, our elbows brushed by accident. It was a contact both electric and sad. On the ground floor, the doors opened and I saw him.

He was leaning against a grey car, keys in hand. He wasn't tall, he wasn't magazine-cover handsome, he wasn't threatening. He was a man. A man who had made his way with her. He looked at us in a way I couldn't quite read. She raised her arm and smiled with a gesture that no longer belonged to me.

In that moment, I felt the real weight of the twenty years. That individual, in his absolute normalcy, possessed the treasure of ordinary days. He was the one who had seen her first wrinkles appear and who had listened to her sleeping breath night after night. He had stayed for the erosion and the beauty of routine—everything I had missed by choosing the easy path. I had the bright memory; he possessed the actual life.

"I have to go," she said.

"Of course."

She hugged me. A brief, measured hug, with just the right amount of strength. I felt her heart and her trembling.

"Take care."

"You too."

She turned around and walked away with a firm step. I stood there, frozen, watching the past climb into a car with a modern license plate. Before the door closed, she turned her head slightly. I don't know if she saw me. The car disappeared around the curve and only then did I breathe. I laughed internally at the whole scene: me, pushing forty, standing in a shopping mall with my heart racing.

I looked for my son among the crowd. He was sitting on a bench.

"Who was she?" he asked, point-blank.

"Someone from another life."

"And what did she say?"

"That life goes on."

"Right." He smiled. "Are we buying or what?"

"Come on, let’s go."

We went back into the store. He tried on the sneakers, walked a couple of steps to check the soles, and I stood watching him. I thought about everything I had done to reach this Saturday. The job, the divorce, Jenn. The first time I saw her and the last.

"They look good on you," I said.

"Yeah?"

"Yeah. You look like a guy who runs just the right amount."

"Well, I want them."

We paid and left. The air outside was cooler. We walked toward the parking lot and I felt the light weight of the bag like a strange anchor. Before starting the engine, I sat for a second with my hands on the wheel. Curt turned on the radio.

"Pizza later?" he asked.

"Pizza. With whatever you want."

"With pineapple."

"Let's not get carried away."

He laughed. I did too. I drove like someone returning home from a place that wasn't on the map. And I knew, without having to say it out loud, that it wasn't over. Not yet.
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​Chapter 2 – A Sleepless Night
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We got home when the darkness had already swallowed everything. The little one was asleep in the back seat, his head tilted to the side and his lips slightly parted. He’d insisted on coming along for the errands and, as usual, had ended up surrendering to sleep. I parked in front of the building and stayed there for a moment, watching his face under the glow of the streetlight. There was something in that stillness that calmed me, if only for a few seconds.

I carried him up gently. The elevator held a lingering scent of dampness and peeling paint—that distinct waft of buildings where neighbors hardly recognize one another. Once inside, I put him to bed without turning on the light. I took off his shoes, tucked him in, and stood by the bed for a while, listening to his breathing. That rhythmic cadence was a reminder that, despite everything, a part of my world was still in order.

In the kitchen, I switched on the small lamp. The silence was the thick kind that amplifies your own noises: the rustle of fabric, the stream of water, the faint hum of the refrigerator compressor. I fixed something light—I didn't even have an appetite—and sat down in front of my phone.

Jenn’s number was there, saved. I didn’t need to search for it; merely opening the app made it appear among my recent contacts. I stared at it, as if the meaning of the early morning hours depended on the glow of those digits. The urge to write to her had been haunting me since we said goodbye, but I had resisted. I told myself it was better to leave it at that, a chance encounter. However, the mind possesses its own logic. I found myself opening the chat, drafting stray words, deleting them, and trying again.

"It was good to see you."

It didn't sound bad, but it didn't sound right either. It was a weightless sentence, an elegant exit to avoid looking naive. I cleared the draft. It was 11:47 PM. In theory, she’d be resting by now. Or perhaps not. Perhaps she was also awake, inhabiting that same tremor of doubt. It made me smile to think that someone might be sharing the same indecision miles away; it felt like an extravagant idea.

I rested the phone on the table and poured myself some wine. I didn't need it, but routine offers its own form of relief. The first sip brought me back to another day, a very different one, when I also struggled to decide whether to speak or stay silent.

We hadn't been at the job long and I hardly knew anyone. The dinner was a duty without expectations: a roadside restaurant on the outskirts to celebrate the end of a forgotten project. I arrived last and she was already there, sitting near the window. She wore a simple dark dress, her hair pulled back, and a calm expression, as if the racket surrounding her had nothing to do with her.

When she saw me, she smiled. Not effusively, but with that slight gesture that reserves a space for mystery. I sat across from her by pure chance, and throughout the evening, we talked about books, movies, and trips neither of us had taken. Every sentence of hers sounded like a disguised confession. The conversation grew lighter by dessert. I remember the lights in the place were too bright and the alcohol had loosened my tongue. She laughed softly, looking away just before I could catch her gaze.

As we left, the group scattered. My old grey car was by the door—that inherited vehicle that still held the scent of my father’s worn leather. I offered her a ride. She said she lived nearby, but she accepted.

The drive was short and quiet. The radio played low while I toyed with the volume to mask my nerves. Every so often, I saw her in the rearview mirror, watching the street and the lights of the bars. There was something in her stillness that disarmed me. Halfway there, she put her hand out the window and let the air sway her fingers.

"I like the city when it’s like this," she said. "It feels like no one is in a hurry."

I nodded, not knowing what to say. When we reached her door, she didn't get out right away. She sat still, with the serenity of someone who knows that what is happening is enough. We looked at each other during those moments when the clock stops. I knew she was waiting for contact, or at least wished for it to happen, and yet I didn't dare. I was afraid of ruining it, of rushing what perhaps needed time to ripen. At the office, our eyes had already sought each other out, but no confidence had touched solid ground yet.

"Thanks for the ride," she said.

"Don't mention it," I replied clumsily.

Then, without moving from her seat, she brushed my hand. It was barely a second, but reality stood still. I felt the heat of her skin and the contained intent in the gesture. Anything could have happened if either of us had spoken, but the silence won the day. She said goodbye with a smile, got out of the car, and closed the door carefully, as if she didn't want to wake something pulsing inside. I watched her walk away in the mirror and thought about going after her, about inventing an excuse. I didn't.

I snapped back to the present. The screen was still on the table, illuminating the room. It’s curious how a piece of glass can hold so much emptiness. I thought about writing something more direct, telling her she’d shaken my foundations, that I’d been thinking for hours about her face and the way she avoided my gaze when I asked if she was happy. But I didn't. Instead, I typed the same sentence I’d deleted before.

"It was good to see you."

Unadorned. I reread it several times before sending it. It wasn't much, I know, but it was the only thing I could say without betraying myself. I pressed the button and waited for the two grey checkmarks to appear.

Nothing.

I went into the living room and slumped onto the sofa. The television was still on, the volume muted. I left it that way, like a silent companion. That artificial glow doesn't keep you company; it just fills the gap with visual noise and faces that look at no one. It’s a cheap comfort, a light that feigns warmth but doesn't take the chill out of the air. Watching it without sound is like contemplating the lives of others from a distant window. And yet, I kept it on, perhaps because a total absence of noise always demands more courage than I had that night.

Outside, it was raining. The drops hit the glass with an irregular rhythm. I got up, opened the window a crack, and breathed in the damp air. In the building across the street, a light was still on. I thought how I wasn't the only one awake, that perhaps someone else was searching for answers in the wrong place.

I looked at my phone again. The two marks were still grey.

Memory is selective: it always returns where it isn't invited. I saw myself again in that old seat, my pulse racing. Sometimes I think entire existences are built upon that tiny "what if" we drag along like an invisible burden. Every choice opens a path and closes others that keep pulsing beneath the surface. Perhaps, if I had kissed her that night, my son wouldn't exist today, nor this home, nor this weariness I mistake for maturity.

But the problem with lost possibilities is that they multiply like an echo. I no longer know if I regret what I lost or if I’m grateful for what remained. I suppose we are what we choose not to do as much as what we do. And that night, by not moving, I also traced a whole life.

I turned off the kitchen light and went to the bedroom. My son was still wrapped in his dreams. I lay down beside him without making a sound. In the gloom, the glow of the device kept blinking on the nightstand. I didn't open it. It was enough just knowing the message was there, drifting between the present and that past that still stung. I closed my eyes, though I knew I wouldn't sleep.
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​Chapter 3 – First Messages
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The phone buzzed mid-morning. I wasn't expecting anything, but her name lit up the screen: Jenn. For a moment, I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me. But no. It was right there, clear and serene, as if the decades hadn't passed at all.

"It was good seeing you yesterday," she wrote. "After all this time. A lot of fond memories we shared came flooding back."

I read the message several times. It wasn't just nostalgia. There was a softness in those words that I recognized instantly, as if she were speaking to me from that other time when what we had existed without labels, without schedules, and without promises.

"It was good seeing you too," I replied. "It was unexpected, but... special. You look exactly the same."

It took her a while to answer. I sat staring at the device, wondering if I’d said too much or too little. Finally, the read receipt appeared.

"The same? I don't know. I think the years change even the way we look at things."

"Not always for the worse."

The exchange continued with that delicacy only found between two people who know each other far too well but feign caution.

"Do you know I still remember that day in Agaete?" she wrote. "That car that almost wouldn't start, the sun sinking into the pier."

I smiled.

"Of course I remember. We said we were going just to disconnect, and we did. Though not in the most chaste of ways."

"It
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