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    London. 2013  
 
      
 
    A fifteen-years-old girl shouldn’t be burying her mother. A fifteen-years-old girl shouldn’t… That was what everybody kept repeating. The pitiful glances were worse than knowing they were there for a single reason. Her mother had died.  
 
    Her mother’s best friend, Corina, who Elsa considered as her aunt was hugging her; she never let her go. And although she was equally devastated after having lost her dearest friend, she stayed with her. Her father, Leonard, was standing across the cold room at Highgate Cemetery. For some reason, he wouldn’t approach his daughter at the moment she needed him most; that was something she would never understand. She didn’t resent him; she understood he was feeling numb and out of the world whose reality had punched him with all its force. 
 
    The night Elisabeth died three days ago, she had gone to her office dinner party. It was the typical dinner party where you met with coworkers, the ones you could barely stand, but also the ones you had to have some drinks just because your boss had told you so… according to Elisabeth. Then, on her way back home, she suffered a car accident that killed her on the spot. She was alone in the car. The call took place in the wee hours. Elsa could see how her father broke into a cold sweat from her position at the door. The ring of the phone had woken her up. When her father started crying, she stopped breathing. 
 
    She only had him now and… 
 
    Stefan, Corina’s brother, walked towards her and sat to hug her. He was eight years older than Elsa, but he was always good to her. Although she hardly ever saw him because he was studying, he was like an older brother. Almost like an uncle. 
 
    “Are you okay, princess?” he murmured in her ear. 
 
    The reply was more tears. She had no idea when her eyes would dry, but felt like that would never happen. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, gorgeous. Everything will pass soon. I promise it will be like that.” 
 
    His words helped her relax, and only in his arms could she feel the peace she needed.  
 
    Half an hour later, Stefan left her with Alicia, Corina’s daughter and his niece. She was two years older than Elsa and she was her best friend. Well, her only friend. She had arrived later, but she was finally with her. Cori went to Leonard and Stefan. Elsa looked at her father and he mimicked her gesture. She saw the guilt in his eyes, almost as if he felt he was to blame for everything; but Elsa didn’t think so. He left Corina and Stefan to walk to his daughter and, finally, give her the shelter of his arms, just what she had been silently screaming for him to do.   
 
      
 
    London. 2014  
 
      
 
    Only one year had passed since Elisabeth’s death and Leonard was already dating another woman. It wasn’t like that fact bothered her. Corina would always be like a mother to her, but she felt it was way too soon, especially after having witnessed the huge love their parents had professed for each other. It was such a great love that she had always dreamt to find such a love for herself. Although, truth be told, she wasn’t dreaming about finding love or boys at that moment. At that time, what he was trying to understand was her father’s needs, some needs she didn’t know. Why did he want to marry again? Corina was good, as she perfectly knew, but…   
 
    “Please, sweetie, don’t make it more difficult for me.” 
 
    She jumped to her feet. 
 
    Being sixteen, Elsa had a strong personality, although she always blamed her lack of mother. Well, and her need for her father. He spent too much time working and she was alone practically all the time.  
 
    “Difficult? No, dad. It’s you who makes things difficult for me. I try to understand it, really, but I can’t. It’s been just one year since mom died. Don’t you understand that?” 
 
    Maybe Elsa was overreacting. And maybe that wasn’t the best way to show support for her father. God, she was tired of that situation and just wanted for everything to be over once and for all. 
 
    Corina is a good woman, she repeated a thousand times. She was alone as well since her husband abandoned her when Alicia was only ten years old. Besides, she didn’t have parents. Stefan and her became orphans when they were both kids, but they managed to keep on going. They only had one another and now… They also had Elsa and her father. 
 
    Elsa sighed before speaking again. 
 
    “Are they going to live here?” 
 
    Her father smiled while getting closer. “I love you, sweetie,” he declared without erasing that perfect smile. 
 
    Since her mother had left them, she had never seen him so happy, and she didn’t want to be the one to tarnish his happiness. “I know, dad.” 
 
    Some months later, they were celebrating their wedding in their house’s garden. Alicia was happy to live with Elsa, and she couldn’t deny her own happiness because she loved Alicia very much. Now she had something very similar to a sister. 
 
    The house had five bedrooms and, from then on, they were all occupied. Leonard and Corina used one, Alicia’s was right next to Elsa’s, and Stefan lived at the end of the corridor. The spare bedroom turned into Corina’s office; she was a lawyer and worked from home. It was a big family, but also a happy one. At the end of the day, it hadn’t been such a bad idea after all. She felt grateful for a long time because her father had given her a person to help her to get over the loss of her mother.  
 
      
 
    London. 2015  
 
      
 
    Time passed by and another school year was coming to an end. Alicia went to Elsa’s bedroom to wake her up. It was their last year together, since she was about to graduate and go to university.   
 
    “Good morning, lazy bones,” she said after entering in her room. 
 
    “Good morning. For your information, I have been awake for the past ten minutes.” 
 
    Alicia opened her eyes wide, faking surprise, so she threw her a pillow to her face. They started laughing out loud and Elsa started to get dressed, since she was in her underwear when Alicia arrived. Then, the door opened again and Stefan entered without realizing she was still undressed. She froze on the spot and he looked as if he didn’t know whether to leave or stay. Whether to look at her or look away. Whether he should speak or stay silent. He visibly swallowed and blushed instantly once he realized where he was focusing his eyes. Her breasts were covered by a cotton bra and, to tell the truth, she was fully developed for her age. She didn’t look like she was seventeen. Her hips were round and were followed by quite long legs. She was tall and slim. 
 
    Right at that moment, Alicia didn’t know what to do until she threw her uncle out of the room. 
 
    “Get out,” she screamed. 
 
    “Sorry, Elsa. I’m sorry. Fuck!” 
 
    They heard him cussing at the other side of the door. Alicia looked at Elsa, but she didn’t say anything and Elsa thanked her for that. She finished getting dressed and left the room. They were already late and Elsa didn’t feel like seeing Stefan again. She was so embarrassed. She didn’t know how to look at him in the eyes without blushing at the horror of her stepsister’s uncle looking at her in such a state of disarray. Besides, he was older than her, old enough as not to think of him in that way. Then, why was she doing exactly that? Why couldn’t she stop remembering his gaze? Every time she thought about it, she felt her body heat up in a way she had never felt. It was as if every inch of her body burned in the places he had stared at. 
 
    She was driving herself crazy and had to forget about the topic.  
 
    They went to all of their classes as if nothing had happened, but during their lunchtime Alicia couldn’t hold her eagerness in to talk about the topic. She blurted it out, causing Elsa to spit the water she had been drinking at the moment. 
 
    “You don’t fancy my uncle, right?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m asking if you fancy my uncle.” 
 
    Elsa was too nervous. 
 
    “No, not at all. Oh my God, Alicia, how can you think that? I feel as embarrassed as you do. I remind you it was me who got stared at this morning,” she expressed without revealing her nerves. She didn’t know where they had gone, because a few seconds earlier she was frantic. 
 
    “Okay, I believe you. You were so absent-minded that I believed you were thinking about him.” 
 
    Elsa shrugged, hoping Alicia could drop the matter and she could move on without thinking about what had happened. 
 
    They finished their lunch and, after a couple hours of classes, they went back home. The house was empty, so they went to their respective bedrooms to rest for a while. When Elsa closed the door to her room, she changed into more comfortable clothes, and then she lied down on her bed. She wasn’t sleepy, just a bit tired. Besides, her head kept spinning around, remembering a thousand times his look, his eyes roaming her body. She scoffed, angry with herself, so she headed to the bathroom to take a shower. Definitely, it was the best thing one could do to forget things. 
 
    As stupid as it may seem, Elsa started noticing him more than ever. She had never looked at him like that before. Stefan was quite handsome. Too handsome, to be honest, and quite old. God, he was nearly eight years older than her. He was twenty-four. He was a grown-up and she was a child who still had to ask for permission to arrive home past her curfew time. No, absolutely not; that couldn’t be happening to her, not with the guy who had always treated her as a little sister. 
 
    When she got tired of being under the water spray, she got out of the shower with wrinkled fingers and, after putting on her bathrobe, she left the bathroom. She was so distracted that she didn’t notice someone was waiting for her, sitting on her bed. Elsa saw the intruder and swallowed while her cheeks turned red. Her body started burning up as if she was in front of a fire.   
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    “Stefan,” she whispered.  
 
    She fixated on him, noticing gestures she had never been aware of and realizing that what happened in the morning hadn’t been something they could just ignore and pretend never happened. It wasn’t something they could forget because they couldn’t do that. Forget about it? They would never be able to do it unless they admitted to their faces that it was a mistake. However, they wouldn’t do it unless they accepted the truth. 
 
    Stefan had always taken care of her, treating her like one more niece, since Elsa was a sweet girl who spread love without even noticing. But their connection went beyond that, way beyond anything they could have ever imagined and, even though it was a mistake, it was so attractive that they would have to try and do the impossible in order to forget about it. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Stefan said when he managed to avert his gaze from her eyes. Elsa shook her head while heading towards her dresser. “I was just coming to…” 
 
    She looked at him again. Stefan was still sitting on her bed as if he were unable to get up. Elsa swallowed hard. She was really nervous. Both of them were. 
 
    “Don’t you worry,” she replied. 
 
    Her cheeks started burning when the memory of what had happened that morning started playing in slow motion in her mind. She could see it once and once again, as if in a loop. She had never stopped thinking about it. Although she had told Alicia that everything was fine, it wasn’t and she wasn’t going to lie to Stefan; she couldn’t do that even if she wanted to. 
 
    “Elsa,” he sighed. “I’m feeling quite stupid right now.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I cannot look at you. It felt too weird seeing you in your underwear this morning. I don’t know… It’s confusing. I have seen you wearing a bikini a million times, but…” 
 
    “But not for a while now, Stefan.” She ended his sentence. 
 
    Stefan nodded and got up. 
 
    “I just wanted to let you know that I’m so sorry and… I’d rather we forget what happened. Do you agree?” He formulated the question while answering to himself with a huge inner negative. 
 
    Of course he didn’t agree with that, but he couldn’t tell her how much he had enjoyed what he saw; he couldn’t tell her either how stupid he felt when he understood that girl, the girl he had hugged so many times to comfort her about her mother’s death, wasn’t a girl any longer. No, now she was a beautiful woman who could have anyone wrapped around her little finger. And he was one of those who would fall if he didn’t forget about it and stop having lusty thoughts about her once and for all. 
 
    Elsa nodded. She opened her mouth but closed it immediately. She wanted to tell him something, but didn’t dare to do it. For her, talking to Stefan in the way she was imagining was something it would have never occurred to her. Ever. 
 
    “There is something I have to tell you, but I don’t know how to do it,” she stammered. Stefan frowned. “I…” She swallowed. “It was the first time someone has ever seen me in my underwear.” 
 
    Stefan wanted to get closer, but she was wearing a bathrobe and that didn’t help. He had to keep the distance. 
 
    “And maybe you think this is nonsense…” He shook his head, as if to tell her whatever she had to say, it would be fine. “I felt something strange…” 
 
    “I’m sorry I confused you,” he interrupted her, knowing fully well where that conversation was leading to. 
 
    “No, you don’t understand, Stefan,” she said in a hurry. Her hands felt clammy and her legs started to shake. “My body reacted to your gaze in a way that…” 
 
    He turned around so he wouldn’t have to look at her. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes sparkled in a different and special way. He didn’t want to mislead her to think that things would be different between them. He looked at her again. Elsa was frowning. 
 
    “I don’t want you to get confused, Elsa. Yes, I saw you in your underwear and I’m sorry, but I wasn’t staring at you in any special way.” He tilted his head at the same time he closed his eyes, trying to calm himself down. 
 
    “That’s not what your eyes were saying, Stefan.” Surprised at her sudden confidence, he opened his eyes. “It’s okay, let’s forget about it,” she asked with a thin voice. 
 
    “Yes, that’s what we must do.” 
 
    She shrugged and he threw a last glance in her direction. Then he turned around to leave that bedroom where he had problems to breathe. He couldn’t let himself feel anything for a teenager who was only seventeen. She was almost a grown up, but he was older and she was still a girl who needed to be taken care of. 
 
    Elsa sat on her bed, exactly on the same spot where he had been sitting a few minutes earlier. She had to forget all about it, just like she had asked him to do, even though she was lying to herself. Yes, his gaze made her feel too much… she felt something inexplicable she didn’t know how to forget. She leant back, looking at the immaculate white ceiling, just like her own skin. Elsa was a beautiful girl, with blue eyes anyone could get lost in, long brown hair that gave her a childish air, but long legs that said otherwise. She was worthy to be looked at, worthy of being the star of any man’s thoughts. 
 
    The days started to pass by and they avoided each other constantly, just in case they couldn’t help it and change their actual relationship. Every time they met in any place around the house, nerves got all mixed up between them and they were afraid they couldn’t control the situation. A week passed like that. Their connection was hidden in the background, forcing Alicia to think something wrong. It was true, and Elsa assured her that she didn’t feel anything for her uncle. And Alicia would have believed her if not for the day when Stefan brought Chloe, his fiancé, over for dinner; Elsa had left her hanging after saying hello. It was too weird and everybody noticed it, especially him. 
 
    Elsa hid in her bedroom after the incident, but Alicia followed her. She opened the door without knocking and found her looking out of the window. 
 
    “Hey.” She touched her shoulder. “What’s wrong with you?” she asked. 
 
    Elsa turned around and ignored her while heading towards the bed, lying down on it. 
 
    “I’m talking to you, Elsa.” 
 
    “And I’m listening, Ali.” She sprung out of bed. “What do you want me to say?” She shrugged. 
 
    “I want you to explain what has happened a few minutes ago. Do you think I don’t realize how odd you have been behaving lately?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you are talking about. I’m not behaving in any way,” she assured her, getting up again. 
 
    Alicia placed herself right in front of her. She wanted to intimidate her enough as for her to open up and tell the truth. Elsa didn’t want to look at her, since doing that would be like opening up with her stepsister. She wasn’t prepared to tell her she couldn’t stop thinking about her uncle since he saw her in her underwear. She was starting to see Stefan under a new light. 
 
    “Elsa, tell me the truth. Do you fancy my uncle?” She repeated the question she had asked her a few days earlier. 
 
    “I already answered that. I don’t know why you are asking me that again, Ali.” 
 
    “Can you answer me, please? I just want you to be honest once and for all.” 
 
    “No, I don’t fancy him,” she replied, looking down at the floor. 
 
    “And why do I feel like you are lying to me?” She said stubbornly. “Look at me, for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    Elsa fixed her eyes on her and snorted. The situation was escaping her control and she didn’t want to argue with her best friend. They were too close as to spoil their relationship on a whim. But, what if it wasn’t? What if what she was feeling was something else? 
 
    Elsa stepped away from her, looking for the most suitable words to make her understand she didn’t feel anything for that man she loved so much. Stefan had always been like an older brother. 
 
    “Ali, believe me,” she turned in her heels. “I don’t feel anything for Stefan. I ran away the moment Chloe talked to me, yes, but it didn’t have anything to do with him. I just needed to be alone for a few minutes. That’s all.” 
 
    Her stepsister never stopped staring at her during all the time she was speaking. Without realizing, she started feeling ridiculous for having thought that about Elsa. For God’s sake, she was a girl and her uncle was an adult. She didn’t think there could be anything between them, and now she was feeling guilty for having asked that question twice. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she apologized. “I feel quite stupid now for believing that about you. Can you forgive me?” 
 
    “There is nothing to forgive,” Elsa said, feeling emotional. 
 
    They hugged fondly, with all the love they felt for each other, the love they showed each other at all times. No matter how much they argued, no matter how big their differences, they couldn’t deny they loved each other very much. When they let go, Alicia smiled and pulled at her to follow her and go to eat with the family. Everybody was waiting downstairs. At the beginning, Elsa didn’t want to go because she felt ashamed for having ignored Chloe when she was just greeting her. However, they went downstairs and entered the dining room, where they were all sitting. 
 
    “Sweetie, are you okay?” her father asked, standing up to kiss her. 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine,” Elsa said, looking at Chloe and Stefan. 
 
    He was afraid to look at her. If Elsa had noticed the way he looked at her, the others would surely notice that too.  
 
    “Chloe, I’m so sorry for having left without talking to you, but I was feeling a bit under the weather,” she said sheepishly, forcing Stefan to finally look at her. 
 
    Elsa sat down opposite him, as usual, and their eyes focused on each other for a few long seconds. Luckily, her family was fairly animated and nobody was paying attention to them, but… what about Chloe? Was she also unaware of the way her fiancé and Elsa devoured each other with their eyes? It was clear there was something going on between them, or that was what the brunette with honey eyes thought. 
 
    Eventually, it was Elsa who looked away, forcing herself not to look at him during the rest of the meal. As soon as she swallowed the last morsel of food, she excused herself and went back to her bedroom, using the excuse that she had to study for an exam taking place the next day. It wasn’t a lie since she had an exam, but she couldn’t study even if he wanted to. His stare didn’t let her focus on her books, especially after checking he had looked at her again in that way he couldn’t understand, let alone explain. 
 
    By the time she managed to study a bit, it was already three in the morning. Unless a guardian angel came down to help her, she would fail the exam for sure. She stood up, furious at herself for not producing better results, and left the bedroom to head to the kitchen in search of a glass of water. Her throat was beyond dry. She went slowly down the stairs, since everybody was asleep and she didn’t want to wake them up. Arriving at the kitchen, she turned the light on and got quite a start when she realized she wasn’t alone. Another person, who couldn’t stop thinking about what was happening either, and who couldn’t fall asleep for nothing, was eating a cereal bowl. 
 
    “You scared me,” she complained while heading for the fridge. “You can’t sleep?” 
 
    “No. How about you?” Stefan inquired, watching her every movement. 
 
    Elsa was wearing black leggings and a tight tank top. Her outfit showed more flesh than he wanted to see, or maybe he would use anything she wore as an excuse for his thoughts from now on. 
 
    She shook her head while pouring water in a glass. 
 
    “What are you eating at this time of the night?” She approached him and sat next to him. 
 
    “Cereals. Want some?”  
 
    Elsa pouted and squinted with a thoughtful look. 
 
    And Stefan could have sworn that was the most fucking beautiful gesture he had ever seen. He shook his head and looked down, sighing at least three times, scaring Elsa. She touched his shoulder and he tensed immediately. He was going crazy and she didn’t seem to realize that. That was what she was making him believe so they wouldn’t go ahead with what was going on inside their minds. It was so crazy that it didn’t make any sense… Damn crazy feelings that would be the end unless they put a rein on them.  
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    Stefan lifted his head mere inches; just enough to understand that having her so close was a temptation. He had to make clear for her they couldn’t meet alone, because things between them were changing and they had to prevent that from happening. Elsa was too close and, although she was fighting with herself to get away from him, she wasn’t brave enough to do it.   
 
    Their eyes connected in a matter of seconds and silence reigned over the kitchen, unwilling witness of something as magical as a look, as a stupid smile on her face at discovering Stefan’s bewilderment. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she apologized, removing her hand from his shoulder. 
 
    Elsa stood up to run away. She had to go back to her bedroom before the situation got out of hand. Then, when she was about to take the first step towards the door, Stefan grabbed her arm and pulled to hug her. He was going crazy and, why deny it? Elsa was getting crazy as well. Perhaps the desire that was growing in them was something already hidden under the scorching ashes her grief for her mother’s death had left in her heart? That was the event that made them be closer, where he taught her how it felt to be protected by someone she thought was her stepsister’s uncle. Stefan had become someone really important for her and, up to that moment, she hadn’t realized how much. 
 
    “Stefan, what are you doing?” Elsa said in a hurry. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    He held her flushed to his chest, his hands on her waist. They started breathing heavily. Their hearts started beating wildly. 
 
    “If you were smart, you’d stay away from me,” he muttered, looking intently at her face. 
 
    “So what if I am not smart? What if I am so stupid that I’m unable to stay away?” 
 
    He hadn’t expected such a reply. He had thought that by hugging her against his body and saying that, she would stop having inappropriate thoughts about them. Inadvertently, he had worsened the situation. Everything was even more messed up now because his head was all confused now. 
 
    “Shit,” Stefan said before kissing her in desperation without a second thought. 
 
    Elsa didn’t expect that, but she didn’t reject him either. To be honest, it was something she had desired from the moment she realized what a single look from him could do to her body. Because she couldn’t erase those eyes from her mind, devouring her, undressing her completely without even saying a single word. Because it was practically impossible to do it now she had tasted his lips. Because if it were insanity, she’d rather lose her mind than be sane without having felt what she was feeling at that moment. 
 
    Stefan held her tightly, unable to separate her from his body, since her body fit so well with his that he couldn’t even believe it. He drew a path with his hands up her back, afraid to lose control and touch where he shouldn’t. Staring at her semi-naked body, not being able to stop thinking about her, was one thing. Kissing her was a completely different thing; kissing her was losing his head. Touching her was crossing a line and fucking everything up. 
 
    Once they separated, they were both embarrassed and worked up. Elsa’s cheeks were flushed, her lips were swollen, and her chest heaved at full throttle. Stefan didn’t know what was going on, but he didn’t have the willpower to let her go. How could he do it when he had realized how lonely he felt the moment he hugged her? 
 
    Suddenly, they heard steps approaching the kitchen and that made them let go of each other. Before whoever that person was could enter the kitchen, Stefan opened the door to the backyard and went out. It was something he was going to do anyways; his need for fresh air was patent. Elsa was frozen on the spot, trying to process what had just happened, trying to calm down before… 
 
    “Goodness, what are you doing awake at this time of the night?” Corina’s question took her out of her reverie.  
 
    If she knew her brother had been kissing her husband’s daughter a few seconds ago… Elsa got nervous just thinking that and couldn’t utter a word. 
 
    “Are you okay? You seem nervous,” she mentioned, approaching her. 
 
    “Uh, I… No,” she stammered. “I just came to drink some water, but I was already heading back to my room. Good night, Cori.” 
 
    She hurried to the door before Corina could say anything, running upstairs at top speed to hide under her sheets. Her heart was galloping. She touched her lips with her fingers and drew a little smile. She was crazy and… happy? No, she couldn’t feel happiness for kissing Stefan. He was a forbidden fruit and didn’t seem to register what had just happened. Elsa’s lack of maturity was messing up everything around her, but she needed to think sensibly. She had to think with her head and not her heart. 
 
    Stefan went for a walk and surrounded the house to enter through the front door, as if he was really coming back from somewhere else. Although he was wearing his pajamas, he could have gone for a walk, right? 
 
    Upon entering, he saw his sister, who was going upstairs, back to her bedroom. She frowned when she saw him arriving at that time and wearing such an outfit. 
 
    “Where were you?” she said lifting an eyebrow. 
 
    “I went for a walk. I couldn’t sleep,” he answered nervously. 
 
    “Did anything happen with Chloe?” Corina snapped. He shook his head, closing slowly the door. “I understand.” 
 
    “What do you understand? I just went to take some fresh air. What’s so weird about it?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing. Good night. Don’t go to bed too late because you are dealing with your final exams.” 
 
    “I know. Don’t worry. Good night.” He kissed her and went upstairs. 
 
    Corina entered her bedroom and he… He couldn’t go to bed, so he stopped at Elsa’s door. He had the intention to go inside and talk about what had happened. They had to let it go, never kiss again, or even look at each other. He had to explain very clearly there couldn’t be anything between them. But he couldn’t and went back to his bedroom, where his fiancé was waiting for him. Looking for a way to forget, they made love… although he kept seeing Elsa’s face instead of Chloe’s. 
 
    That week was a real chaos. All the exams, the more and more frequent visits of Chloe, his niece’s puzzled looks, and trying to avoid Elsa all day long… it was all too chaotic. He was supposed to be focused on the final exams to become an engineer; instead, he kept thinking about that freaking kiss that had awoken the desire he didn’t know he felt for Elsa. 
 
    And Elsa was second to none. She was also taking her final exams at high school. Their age difference was too big as to overlook something that would destroy both their families. She shouldn’t think of him in the way she did, but it was unavoidable. How to stop thinking about someone you see every single day? To prevent that, they must live in different houses, and even that was complicated. Stefan moved in with them as soon as Corina married her father. Although it was an idea she really liked, since now she had an uncle in law to back her up whenever her father didn’t allow her to go out with Alicia. However, it didn’t seem quite a good idea right now. 
 
    Elsa heard some knocks at her door. She hadn’t peeled her eyes from her math book and, to be honest, she wasn’t planning to; her exam was way too important. Fearing that it would be Stefan, the person at the other side of the door opened it.  
 
    Her father entered and sat on her bed, waiting for her to do the same. It had been too long since they had had a conversation. It had been too long since she had told him how she was feeling. She missed those hours they used to spend talking about anything and everything. She missed the time when she still needed her father. But she was quite a woman now, not a little princess who needed protection. Elsa knew how to take care of herself. 
 
    “Hi, dad.” She pecked his cheek. 
 
    “How are you doing, honey?” 
 
    She shrugged as an answer. “I’m exhausted. The exams will be the end of me.” 
 
    He smiled fondly. “Well, just think that after this exam, you will have all summer to rest. I’ve been thinking you could travel somewhere with Alicia.” Elsa frowned. “I think it would be good for you. Besides, don’t tell me you wouldn’t like to be away from everything for a week.” 
 
    “Why this sudden change? You practically never allow me to leave later than eleven at night, and now you want to send me away on a trip. Who are you and what have you done with my father?” 
 
    Leonard laughed out loud. Everything her daughter was saying was true. He had always been quite overprotective of her, basically because he was terrified of losing her too. Just thinking about it gave him the chills. He understood perfectly well Elsa’s confusion, but it was time to be somehow flexible and give her the trust she needed to start living her life. She was seventeen, and the moment she turned eighteen she would go to university. What experience would she have then? None. That was why he wanted her to explore different things during the holidays. 
 
    “It’s just me, sweetie.” He sighed. “I realized it’s time to give you the opportunity to show how responsible you are. Take it as a litmus test.” 
 
    Speechless, she hugged him with all her might, peppering him with kisses. She adored her father, especially when he treated her like that. 
 
    “Is that a yes?” he asked, laughing. 
 
    “Yes, of course. I will talk to Alicia so we can prepare everything.” 
 
    “Sounds wonderful. Well…” He stood up. “I’ll leave you to it, but don’t study any longer. Whatever will be, will be.” 
 
    He kissed her on the cheek and left the room. Elsa smiled happily. What her father had suggested was a great opportunity to escape from what she desired and knew would make her suffer. Then, the moment she thought that, Stefan entered her mind and her smile disappeared in a jiffy. She wanted to get away from everything, but it would be difficult because, though she knew it was a mistake, she wanted him more than anything else in the world. 
 
    She jumped to her feet and tried to resume studying, but it was impossible. So she ended up leaving her room in search of something to eat. She was starving. 
 
    There was nobody around although it was six in the evening. She supposed that Corina would be working in her office; she never got out until nine o’clock. Alicia would be at the library because she could never concentrate at home. Her father would surely be out. And Stefan… She didn’t know where he was, but he would be most likely with his fiancé, the one she had begun to hate so much, though she was not to blame for what was growing inside her. 
 
    She was in the kitchen for at least half an hour and, since she drank so much water, she had to hurry to the bathroom. She had one in her bedroom, but she was sure she wouldn’t make it that far, so she went upstairs and used the bathroom in the hall. She was in such a hurry that she forgot to lock the door. Fortunately, she wouldn’t be long. When she finished, she was going to get out when the door opened and Stefan entered without noticing there was someone inside. When he realized otherwise, his feet didn’t obey the command to run away.   
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    During a whole week he had avoided every contact, look, smile, and any other thing that made him realize he was getting tangled in a web he didn’t know how to escape from. And she was doing the same. But had it been any good? Nope. Much less now that they were facing each other in such a small bathroom that their breaths mingled.   
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were here,” he apologized once he could react. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I was already leaving,” she said. 
 
    But none of them moved. She didn’t take any step to leave and he didn’t step away to let her go. They just stared at each other, thinking. 
 
    “Uh, I… Stefan…” she said, trembling with nerves, and then she fell silent, not knowing what to say. 
 
    “Tell me, Elsa,” he encouraged her. 
 
    Elsa went to him, feeling the pull of his eyes. Stefan didn’t realize he was just attracting her even more by looking at her like that. She was too close as to bear it. He swallowed hard, and he had never been so nervous in the life. And she was aware of what stirred him. 
 
    “I have tried to forget about you, about the kiss, about that morning,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    “And could you?” 
 
    He asked her that, hoping to hear the answer he was forcing onto himself. She shook her head. 
 
    “That’s why I said that I tried. I don’t know what else to do, Stefan. I know this doesn’t make any sense and it is absolutely crazy. It’s hard to assimilate, but… What can I do to take you out of here?” She pointed at her head. “And here?” Now she pointed at her chest. 
 
    He wasn’t counting on her saying she couldn’t forget something he couldn’t stop thinking about either. They were both fucked up, feeling attracted by a desire they didn’t know when it had started to feed itself from a single look. 
 
    “Elsa, I…” 
 
    “You what? Talk, Stefan.” 
 
    He didn’t speak because his urge to kiss her was faster than his words. He grabbed her and met her lips in a kiss full of desperation, resentment, fear… passion. He knew she was a child. She was untouchable for being who she was. He couldn’t do that to his family and much less to his future bride. All of that was clear, but what could he do with all those feelings? He wasn’t the master of his thoughts, of his movements, since she had become the absolute master of everything. He only needed the touch of her lips to realize she owned everything. They say that familiarity breeds affection, but nobody had ever told him that familiarity also breeds love. 
 
    Minutes went by and they couldn’t stop kissing. They didn’t have the will to stop something that had already begun. They wanted to force themselves to not feel it, to now want it, but they achieved nothing. Nothing at all. 
 
    Stefan cupped her cheeks with his hands, caressing her with so much tenderness as if he were afraid to break her. He also needed to think about not breaking her heart, being fully aware that would happen sooner or later. Sometimes it was better to do it at once, like ripping a plaster off; if you did it fast enough, the pain was lesser than if you ripped it slowly. 
 
    “This cannot be,” he expressed, separating his lips from hers. 
 
    It was complicated to do that when they wanted each other so much. 
 
    “I know,” she replied, fixing her blue eyes on his. 
 
    Her stare was as intense, as strong, as the kiss they had shared just a few seconds ago. 
 
    “But what do I do with all these feelings? I know you feel it too,” Elsa almost wept, overwhelmed by fear. 
 
    The feeling that bloomed in the deepest part of his soul was as vast as the ocean. And only he had the strength to enclose it. Stefan took her hands and smiled, trying to look calm, although he was dying inside to kiss her again. However, he should stay away from her, he should stop wanting her in such a crazy way. 
 
    “This can’t happen again, Elsa. You understand, right? If your father knew… or my sister. We both know we will hurt them a lot.” 
 
    She looked down in a sheepish way. 
 
    Stefan lifted her chin with two fingers, forcing her to look up again. He didn’t want her to feel ashamed. 
 
    “I can only beg for your forgiveness. If I hadn’t entered your room, if I hadn’t looked at you in such a way, we wouldn’t be in this situation at all…” 
 
    “You continue doing it,” she rebutted, and he looked at her surprised. 
 
    “What am I still doing?” He felt curious, trying to understand quite clearly what she was saying. 
 
    “You are still looking at me in the same way. I keep feeling the fire in your eyes. My body burns as if it were exposed under the sun for hours, and it seems you can’t or don’t want to realize it.” Elsa had said all that so fast that she was breathless. “Stefan,” she sighed. “I know I shouldn’t feel like this because you are out of my reach, even though our lips have been exchanging the heat we both needed. I understand as well that my father would kill us, but don’t lie to me. I know you too well and I know when you do it.” 
 
    The honesty in her words and the maturity she showed when talking shocked him. Elsa wasn’t a little girl any longer despite being underage. She knew what she wanted in life. She was sure about everything she said and did. He liked and despised that equally, since at that moment the only way he had to make her run away from him was to remind her of his engagement with Chloe, though he was going to break that engagement. 
 
    “Alright, I accept what you just said.” A smile appeared on her lips. “But I’m with Chloe and we will get married. I think that’s more than enough to stop this here and now, Elsa.” Her smile disappeared in an instant. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” she lied. “I’m sorry too.” 
 
    She let go of his hands and stepped around him to leave the bathroom at once. They had been there for a long time and the possibility of her father finding her there with Stefan was very low on her wish list. When she was about to get out, they heard Chloe’s voice and Stefan stopped Elsa. 
 
    “Stefan, are you there?” she asked, knocking at the door. 
 
    They got so nervous that their faces acquired an interesting tint. Elsa looked at him horrified and he swallowed hard. He touched his lips with one finger, asking her to be silent. He had an idea. 
 
    “Don’t speak, please,” he whispered in her ear, brushing her skin while doing it. 
 
    Elsa couldn’t believe the irresistible desire to kiss him that overcame her at the moment, just to make him understand how wrong he was. 
 
    “I’m coming!” he yelled without opening the door. 
 
    “No, just let me in, honey.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    He opened the door slowly and got out, closing the door quickly behind him. Chloe looked at him puzzled, but she didn’t say anything and kissed him. Stefan wanted to die right there, since his fiancé’s kiss didn’t make him feel what Elsa’s lips made him feel. Was he going crazy? It could be he was in panic for fear of being caught with his brother in law’s daughter, right? After their kiss, he smiled at her and pulled at her hand to go back to their bedroom. They had to leave so Elsa could get out of the bathroom without problems. 
 
    Elsa heard how the door at the end of the hall closed with a bang. She assumed he had done that so she could know it was safe to leave the bathroom. She opened the door fearfully, not wanting to find anyone at the other side of the door. Thankfully the hall was empty and she could leave without being seen. She went back to her bedroom, where she stayed the whole day, not even going downstairs to have dinner with her family. She felt so blocked that she didn’t feel like seeing anyone. And of course she suffered from an absolute lack of an appetite. She could only replay in her mind once and once again the kiss they had shared. They had kissed twice, and he had been the one who started it in both occasions. The worst of all was that he had had the nerve to tell her that it couldn’t be. 
 
    “What are you doing to me, Stefan? How could this happen?” she wondered out loud, hoping to get an answer. “It seems I must consider you as my uncle, but I can’t because you are not my uncle and will never be.” 
 
    She was talking to herself because she couldn’t share any of that with other people. The only person she trusted was Alicia, but she couldn’t tell her any of that because she surely would scratch her eyes out so she couldn’t gaze at her uncle with desire. But she knew this was more than desire; it was an unbridled passion that would destroy her sanity. Elsa was sure there was feeling in her broken heart, the heart he was starting to mend little by little. 
 
    There had been so many moments lived in just one year; too many as to remember each and every one. Months ago she had decided to do something: she planned to write every day. She filled the pages of her notebook with whatever happened to her, what she felt, and what she loved most. That notebook turned into her diary, and he was in all of the pages. 
 
    She went to her nightstand and, sitting on her bed, opened the drawer to retrieve her diary. She started reading.   
 
      
 
    Dear diary,  
 
    I don’t even know why I call you that if you are just a lined notebook that I found by chance. But I was so much in need of writing that I had to use it for that purpose.  
 
      
 
    She smiled at reading that. It sounded so innocent.  
 
      
 
    It has been a tough day today. It’s been a month without mom and I cannot stop seeing her in every corner of this house… Why does it hurt so much? Sometimes I think my heart will stop at every moment, exhausted for feeling like this. At least there is someone who is helping me to bear this pain, although it’s something he will never achieve. Stefan has become someone really important to me. He always treats me in a sweet manner. Sometimes it’s hard to believe a man like him would like to be near me, a fragile and broken girl.  
 
      
 
    She closed the diary, frustrated. Tears started rolling down, reminding her the feeling she thought she had hidden in a small crack she had created in her heart. But it was quite difficult to hide so painful memories. She had lost her mother. It wasn’t like she had lost a toy or had failed an important exam… No, her mother was everything, and she swore if she were there, she would hug her so strongly that would even hurt her. She didn’t care about anything anymore. The only thing she didn’t want was losing him as well.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    London. 2018  
 
    The feeling of tranquility installed in every corner of that apartment in Central London was something Elsa had dreamt about for a long time. At last she was living alone and had the stability she had struggled so much to achieve. She had convinced her father months ago, making him understand that she was old enough to live by herself. Besides, she was near the university and her job. What else could she ask for?   
 
    She was trying to move on, to forget about the past, that past which hurt her so much. She seemed to be having success. Or at least that was what she believed. 
 
    Elsa was studying Psychology. Analyzing everything had always been her strongest point, and she was doing that now more than ever. Her life had changed so much since that night that it felt like a dream to be feeling like that now. 
 
    Her heart was broken. To be honest, it was broken beyond repair...  
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    London. 2015  
 
      
 
    The days passed by. Elsa was finishing her exams and Stefan his as well. The summer holidays were around the corner and she hadn’t talked to Alicia about the trip her father had proposed yet. She had been so busy studying that she had totally forgot about it.   
 
    After the last exam, Elsa arrived home at around three in the afternoon. She still had to go to class a few more days, but the studying was finished. The first thing she did was go to the kitchen to drink a glass of water; the school bus could make a person exhausted. She was dying to ask her father for a car as a present for her next birthday. 
 
    While drinking water, she sat on one of the stools around the kitchen island. Corina entered and kissed her on the cheek when she saw her.  
 
    “Hi, honey. How are you doing?” She sat next to her. 
 
    “Tired but happy. I finished my exams at last and I can relax now. Three more days of classes and I will start my holidays.” She sighed with a smile. 
 
    “That’s great. How about your exams?” she asked. 
 
    “Good. I will get all the grades on the last day of class.” 
 
    Corina chose a piece of fruit from the bowl in the middle of the island. She offered Elsa some fruit, but she shook her head. 
 
    “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “You need to eat something.” She gave her a caring glance. “You’ve lost weight, Elsa.”  
 
    Elsa rolled her eyes. “I’m fine. I look the same. I even think I have put on some weight.” 
 
    At that moment, Stefan entered, unaware the owner of his dreams was there. He got nervous as soon as he saw her and couldn’t meet her eyes for longer than a few seconds. Besides, Corina was there too and he feared to show too much of his real feelings. 
 
    “Hello, little brother.” 
 
    “Hello, Cori.” He approached her to give her a peck in the cheek. 
 
    After that, he turned around to go to the other side of the kitchen, avoiding brushing past Elsa to reach the fridge. Corina noticed that odd behavior.  
 
    “Don’t you greet Elsa?” she asked. 
 
    Stefan sighed and lowered his head, shaking it. He looked up and fixed his eyes in Elsa’s. Then he forced himself to speak. It took him a couple of long seconds to find the words to utter; it felt as if his brain were unable to give the command for him to talk. It felt as if having her in front of him after days of avoiding her were going back in his progress. 
 
    “Of course, I’m sorry. Hi, Elsa,” he said, avoiding her gaze once more. 
 
    “Hello,” she mumbled nervously. 
 
    Corina was watching them, since the relationship they had always shared had nothing to do with what she was witnessing. Maybe something had happened between them and she hadn’t noticed it? She would have to ask her brother as soon as she could talk to him in private. 
 
    She focused her stare on Elsa to follow the conversation. 
 
    “I was telling Elsa that she looks thinner. Don’t you think, Stefan?” 
 
    For some reason, Corina wanted to include him in the conversation. But he was so distracted trying to open a packet of cheese and making himself a sandwich that he didn’t get what his sister was saying. 
 
    “Stefan,” she said. “Stefan!” she yelled now. 
 
    “What?” he said, raising his voice. 
 
    His sister, surprised by his tone and his weird behavior, stood up to take the package of cheese he was trying to open from his hands. Corina grabbed a pair of scissors, opened it, and handed it back to him while staring at him. 
 
    Stefan scoffed angrily… but why? He just had to go on with his life, just as it was before having kissed a teenager he regarded as a niece. But he was going into quicksand that menaced to swallow him whole at any moment. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you? You haven’t been behaving as yourself for weeks. Do you have problems and didn’t tell me? You know you can talk to me about anything, brother.” 
 
    Elsa stood up to leave them alone so they could talk, fearing he would reveal what happened between them, because she was sure he was behaving oddly because of that. 
 
    “Wait right there, Elsa,” pointed out Corina. “You are going to tell me right now whatever happened between you two. I had thought of talking just with you, Stefan, but it seems there is something you don’t want me to know.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you are talking about, Cori,” she said, trying not to hesitate. 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” she said. 
 
    “It’s true, Corina. Nothing has happened between Elsa and I…” 
 
    “Nothing that cannot be solved,” interrupted Elsa. 
 
    Stefan looked at her, swallowed, and nodded calmly. His calm was a pretend one, and he didn’t know when he had started to use it. 
 
    “Have you had a disagreement? It’s the only think that I can think of. You two have always got along quite well, so now it is strange to see that you cannot even say hello to each other.” 
 
    They stayed in silence. What could they say so she stopped prying about the situation? It was clear they should have the same relationship as before so nobody could have any suspicions. The problem was that it was complicated to go back to that relationship when all they wanted was to kiss each other when they were so close. They wanted to kiss without thinking about anybody else but themselves. 
 
    “We have argued,” he announced all of a sudden. “I told her off for having left Chloe hanging the other day.” 
 
    And it wasn’t a complete lie. It was true that Stefan wanted to call her on that, but all the times they had been alone they couldn’t think of anybody else. 
 
    “Is that true, Elsa?” 
 
    She nodded. “Stefan was really angry and I yelled at him. You know how sometimes I get really mad,” she reminded her. 
 
    Corina pouted and lifted an eyebrow, analyzing their answers as if she didn’t quite believe them. Everything was very strange and, although Elsa was very hotheaded, she didn’t think she could be nasty with Stefan. They adored each other so much that she couldn’t really see them having a strong argument. 
 
    “Okay then,” she muttered. “So what are you waiting to make peace with each other?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Stefan,” Elsa apologized. 
 
    Those apologies were truthful, but they didn’t mean what Corina thought they meant. 
 
    “No, I’m the one who is sorry,” he replied. 
 
    “Now a kiss and a hug.” 
 
    “Is that really necessary, Corina? We are not little children,” complained Stefan. 
 
    “Very necessary. Come on!” she encouraged them. 
 
    Stefan looked at her and Elsa did the same. Both of them swallowed and started walking towards the other. They weren’t far from each other, but it felt like miles apart. Once they were face to face, Elsa shivered when he put his arms around her waist, pulling her towards his body. She raised her arms to his neck and hugged him, a longer hug than they should have shared. 
 
    Corina thought it was the right time to leave them alone, so she left without them noticing. Now they had to talk and forgive each other. 
 
    They wanted to separate, but their hug felt so good that it was impossible for them to do it. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    “Me too,” she replied. 
 
    They pulled away a few inches because they couldn’t manage to do more than that, and the world stopped right at that moment. They had to keep a level head; they couldn’t lose their minds at that time so nobody could catch them in such a situation. Then he thought of something that could help them to speak clearly without anybody discovering what was really going on between them. So he told her at once, again whispering in her ear. 
 
    “Tonight. At midnight. I will wait for you in the basement once everybody goes to sleep.” 
 
    After that, he pulled away and left the kitchen. Elsa was trembling all over. Her legs were shaking so much she thought she would lose her balance any moment now. She leaned on the island, afraid to fall, and sighed with one hand over her chest, right over her heart, feeling how it was beating wildly, scared and nervous at the same time. 
 
    Was she scared? A lot. He didn’t scare her, but what could happen once they were alone. She knew they had a pending conversation; they had to clarify certain matters that would expose them to the others. They had to put the cards on the table and clear the situation, since they were both a mess. However, they weren’t able to tell each other like that during those moments they saw each other or were alone. 
 
    Elsa was nervous the whole day and couldn’t stop thinking about him. Alicia invited her to go out at six in the evening, but she didn’t want to go to any place in case she would be late for her meeting with Stefan. 
 
    “Oh, come on. It will be fun. You don’t have to stay locked at home any longer,” she said excited. 
 
    “It’s just that I don’t feel like going out. The exams left me drained and I need relax right now.” 
 
    “Come on. Come with me. You need to celebrate your exams are over, right?”  
 
    Elsa smiled and shook her head. “We’ll have time to do that when we go on our trip.” 
 
    Alicia frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Elsa laughed out loud, since making Alicia be confused was quite funny. She hadn’t had time to tell her anything about it, so it was about time she did it. 
 
    “My father told me it would be a good idea to go on holidays for a week. Away from everything and everyone. And I had thought that…” 
 
    She couldn’t finish her sentence because Alicia jumped to her feet, yelling like a mad woman. Elsa couldn’t stop laughing and her stepsister fell on her to hug her, as if it had been her idea instead of her father’s. 
 
    “You are kidding!” 
 
    “No, I’m not. Get off me, Ali,” she asked, pushing her. 
 
    They pulled apart and sat again. Alicia’s expression showed utter happiness. She was crazy for choosing a destination where they could go for a month, and not just a week. Although she knew Elsa wouldn’t agree to be away from her father for so long. Sometimes, she thought about what Elsa would do when she left for university; it would be really hard for her to be away from her family. They continued talking for an hour, thinking about possible destinations. Finally, they decided they would go to Venice. Elsa didn’t like that idea at the beginning, since she wanted to go to the beach, but the idea of walking around the streets of Venice and go to the opera… she loved classical music. So she agreed to go to Venice. They would tell her father so he could buy the plane tickets for the following week. 
 
    Around eight o’clock, Alicia left, tired of trying to convince her to go out with her. Elsa was alone at last, wishing for midnight to arrive soon in order for her to go to the basement.   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Madrid. 2018  
 
      
 
    Why do they say that time heal all wounds when it’s a blatant lie? When did they come up with such a stupid phrase? And who came up with it? She wanted to give that person a good beating. It was a lie, an absolute lie the weak used to feel stronger. Nonetheless, the strong know the meaning of such a stupid phrase: nothing can heal a wound that is still open.   
 
    Stefan had relocated and was living in Madrid at the time. He had found a job that fulfilled him and was so demanding that he had no time to think about anything else. But, in the darkness of his bedroom, in the wee hours of the night, when he should be sleeping, memories flooded every corner of his mind, mixing them with dreams he would like to be true. And nothing made sense. Memories, dreams… nothing was real. The only true thing was the pain he felt inside his heart in the middle of the night. The pain that made his heart beat so hard he thought it would break into pieces. 
 
    So no, time doesn’t heal all wounds and it doesn’t heal the soul either… 
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    London. 2015  
 
      
 
    Half past eleven. Elsa couldn’t stop pacing in her bedroom, looking at the clock every second.  
 
    During dinner, he wasn’t there. He had gone out. She thought she could focus on talking to her father about the trip. Alicia wasn’t there, so she told him everything about it. Her father was happy to learn about the destination they had chosen and told her a few anecdotes of when he went there with her mother. That moved her and she couldn’t help but cry. Her death was still too recent for Elsa to believe it was true. 
 
    At midnight, she sighed and counted to twenty before opening her door, checking that nobody could see her get out. She closed the door carefully and walked barefoot so nobody could hear her footsteps. She was controlling everything. She went downstairs and headed to the basement’s door—it was ajar. She sighed a few times and, once she was calm, she was certain that calmness wouldn’t last too long. She entered and locked the door so nobody could enter. Being caught down there with him was the last thing she wanted. She didn’t want anybody to see them there, alone, and doing… well, whatever they would do there was a complete mystery. 
 
    “Stefan,” she murmured when she got there. 
 
    There was complete darkness and nothing to lit up the space. If she had known that, she would have grabbed her phone or a flashlight. She thought for a moment that he wasn’t there, that he had played a trick on her, that he was lying to her… however, when she least expected it, she found him sitting under a dim light. 
 
    “Elsa,” he muttered, standing up to face her. 
 
    He wanted… what did he want? He didn’t know. 
 
    “I thought you wouldn’t come,” Stefan declared, nervous as he had ever been in his life. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I come?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “I think you are not aware of what happens between us, Stefan.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be aware of that,” he declared bluntly. 
 
    Elsa took two steps back, analyzing what he had just said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I think it is about time you and I talk seriously, and…” She took a step towards him. “I think it’s better if we keep our distances, please.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll be right here,” she declared, sitting on the other end of the ancient sofa. 
 
    Stefan sat down on the same place she had been sitting when she arrived. He looked down at his bare feet; he had done the same as her for fear of being discovered. Elsa noticed that and smiled, something that made Stefan look at her again to see that perfect smile, the one that made him want to make her laugh. 
 
    “Well, why did you want me to come if you are going to be quiet?” she asked, breaking the ice. 
 
    “Right. Sorry.” 
 
    “Are you going to stop apologizing at any time? It’s starting to be bothersome.” 
 
    Elsa was behaving like a little girl, proving what he already thought. What he didn’t know was that she was doing that on purpose to make him believe something that wasn’t true. It was reverse psychology, or that was what she pretended to do. 
 
    For a second, Stefan stared at her. He watched how she moved her hands while talking, noticing how nervous she was and how bad she was at acting. 
 
    “I don’t think you would be a good actress,” he mentioned. She frowned her forehead in a comical way. “You are not good at it. You are too expressive, like an open book,” he declared, making her even more nervous. 
 
    “An open book?” He nodded. “And what do you find in it? Describe every page as if you were reading me, Stefan. Sometimes I don’t know who I am or what I am doing in this world.” 
 
    It was hard to hear her saying that when he had seen the worst part of her pain. He was now getting to know the passionate Elsa, the one who did whatever she wanted, even if it wasn’t the correct thing to do or the right desire. 
 
    She got a bit closer to him. He was afraid of touching her because he knew he would lose his mind. He was trying to think clearly but it was really hard. It was extremely difficult being next to her, smelling the aroma wafting from her hair. He liked her smell too much; he had always liked her somehow. Before, she made him feel peace, fondness… now, all of that was mixed with raw desire. 
 
    “At this moment, some of your pages are blank, waiting for someone to write in them.” Stefan paused for a second. “It’s just that you believe you know that person and then…” 
 
    “You have no idea, Stefan,” Elsa interrupted. “That person, without knowing it, has already started to write and the blank pages you see is just what I want to show you.” 
 
    Elsa had turned his thoughts upside down once more. He didn’t want to feel the need to wrap her in his arms, to kiss her until losing control, but it was inevitable. Now, feeling all confused, he wanted to know what she wasn’t showing him, what she had written without his knowledge, because he was sure he was the author of every sentence in that book; he just wasn’t brave enough as to see it clearly. 
 
    He got a bit closer, brushing her hands, provoking himself in an insecure way. He fixed his eyes on the floor again, losing the train of thought because what he really wanted to say was that he knew it was him the one who had written in those pages. As much as she denied it, he knew exactly what those pages said without her having to say. Especially because she had also started writing on him, overwriting anything written by any other woman. Elsa had arrived with her fingers, her words, her looks, and had crossed out everything else. 
 
    “Do you think this is something we yearn for because we have lived loneliness together?” he asked. 
 
    “We have never been lonely; at least I always had you.” 
 
    “Do you have an answer for every question?” he asked again, this time staring at her eyes. 
 
    She smiled and nodded. “Why do you think this is a mistake? Do you think I’m not mature enough for you?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t think you are immature.” 
 
    “You only answered one of the two questions.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “What are you waiting for to reply then?” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    They fell silent. Sometimes it was easier and more comforting to say nothing instead of saying things that could be hurtful. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I cannot lie to you.” 
 
    That reply was the one she needed to know what was starting between them wouldn’t finish. At least it wouldn’t finish that very night. 
 
    She covered his hand with hers, touching it gently, feeling nervous all over. He got goosebumps, showing her what she made him feel with a simple touch. The only thing she couldn’t understand was why they had started feeling that now, taking into account they had been so close before. It could be because she had been focused on the loss of her beloved mother before, so she thought the person comforting her was only doing what she needed at that moment. But now it wasn’t comfort… it had evolved to become desire. 
 
    How could they breathe normally when they were so close? 
 
    “This cannot happen, Elsa,” he whispered, closing the gap between them slowly. He touched her forehead with his and closed his eyes. “But it is so difficult not to feel you in my chest. It’s too difficult not to want you when I have already savored your lips.” 
 
    Elsa didn’t close her eyes. She wanted to etch in her memory every single one of Stefan’s gestures. Then he opened his eyes and found her glance. He couldn’t escape from the little teenager who, without being aware of it, was turning his world upside down. He didn’t want to feel anything for her… he couldn’t do it. But you cannot always get what you want. Everybody’s fate was already written and, if she were the one destined to enter his heart, she would stay there for sure. 
 
    His hands were shaky and clammy. He had never been so nervous before kissing someone. And so he kissed that mouth that tempted him so much. 
 
    Both of them wanted to find the will to pull apart—they obviously couldn’t find it. It was very clear that they couldn’t have a secret relationship, since truth always prevails and everybody would end up knowing about it. They knew all that… What would they do to avoid tripping on every obstacle they would encounter along the way? If they wanted to be together, they had to change some things. If they wanted to stay away from each other, they had to do the same. All they needed was changes. 
 
    After they pulled apart, they looked at each other. They were smiling this time. Such a strange way to deny their feelings, right? Supposedly, that was the night when Stefan was going to tell her they couldn’t be together. 
 
    “This is getting out of hand,” he mentioned, kissing her once more. 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t mind,” she replied, her heart sinking, her soul almost abandoning her body. 
 
    “So what happens now?” 
 
    “I don’t know. How about we let time decide?” she proposed, fearing she would get another negative answer. 
 
    “I think that, no matter how long it takes, this will continue like this, tempting us every minute of our lives.” 
 
    That answer surprised her, since she wasn’t expecting Stefan to say something like that. He could have said that letting time pass was the best option. Or maybe that it was best to get away and see what happened. As her father told her a few days ago, what will be, will be.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Madrid. December 2018  
 
    Getting that invitation during those special days was something he hadn’t expected or anticipated at all. He started trembling since going back home was upcoming. After so long living in loneliness, after an inner search that only managed to hit him in the middle of the heart, showing him what he had left behind, what they asked of him, and what he didn’t know how to accept. He had to have fought for such a huge love, for a woman who always gave more than what she received. He must have fought for something worth its while. He didn’t do it and he hated himself for that. Now, at that precise moment, he had to think about the next step to take… But he couldn’t think clearly when he knew he would see her again within two months.  
 
    What would he do when that moment arrived? What would he do when he had her in his arms on such an important day for their families? Would he be able to carry on as if nothing had happened, or would he be brave enough as to do what he should have done all those years before? 
 
    Fighting for what one loves should be the number one priority for every person, especially when you were putting your heart on the line.   
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    London. 2015  
 
      
 
    Free at last. Classes were over and they were packing for their trip to Venice. Her father would give them a ride to the airport; Stefan had left the house earlier that day because he didn’t want to see her go. He knew she would come back in just one week and he would be there, awaiting her arrival… at least he wanted to do that. But plans can go awry and that week, apart from being too long, would make him think too much.   
 
    The girls were in Elsa’s bedroom, giving the final touches to everything they would take with them. By the looks of it, one could say they were leaving for one month, since they were packing more clothes they could possibly wear in just one week. Alicia closed her suitcase and helped her stepsister to close hers. 
 
    “Well, the time’s arrived,” Alicia said. 
 
    Elsa looked at her and smiled while nodding. They grabbed their luggage and left the room to meet her father in the living room, where he was waiting to take them to the airport. 
 
    Elsa couldn’t stop thinking about him, about the night they spent in the basement, about what they said after that, and about their decision to let time pass by. Elsa had meant the week she would be away, but she wasn’t sure about what he had meant. From that night on, they hadn’t met again and she didn’t even know whether he would say goodbye to her. 
 
    Downstairs, her father was waiting next to the front door together with his wife Corina. They felt happy for their daughters, for the fact of seeing them so happy, traveling together as if they were real sisters. 
 
    Alicia and Corina had suffered so much in life that sometimes they found hard to believe they finally had a family who loved them so much. 
 
    “Finally!” Leonard exclaimed. “It took you ages, girls.” 
 
    Elsa looked around, looking for him… but Stefan wasn’t there. 
 
    “He left early today,” Corina said, noticing what Elsa was searching for. 
 
    “Uh, I… never mind.” Elsa shook her head and shrugged. 
 
    “But he told me he would call you two later.” 
 
    Elsa hugged her father’s wife, who whispered something in her ear, something nobody else should hear. After hearing those words, a part of her felt much better about him not being there to say farewell to her. She had at least expected a peck in her cheek, since it was obvious she wasn’t going to receive a full kiss in her lips ever again. That night in the basement had been the last time. 
 
    “He gave me this for you.” She pushed a note inside her pocket. “Read it when you are alone.” 
 
    She pulled apart from Corina, frowning. She seemed to be aware of whatever was going on between them. At least it sounded like she had her suspicions. 
 
    Then, she grabbed her suitcase, left the house, and entered her father’s car. Alicia was already sitting shotgun. She claimed she got motion sickness if she sat in the backseat, so she always sat at the front. Elsa didn’t mind that and, to be honest, she felt grateful for that at that moment, since she would be able to stare blankly out of the window without her father asking her why she was so quiet. 
 
    The trip from the house to the airport lasted almost an hour. During all that time, she couldn’t avoid thinking about what Corina had put in her pocket. She felt tempted to take it out and read it, but she couldn’t do that while Alicia was watching her like a hawk. 
 
    “Elsa, are you okay?” Her father’s voice took her out of her reveries. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, right, I’m fine. I’m great.” 
 
    He would have believed her if she hadn’t said it half-heartedly. 
 
    “Honey, you are terrible at pretending,” Leonard said. “Come on, tell me what’s going on. Is it because Stefan didn’t say goodbye to you?” 
 
    Replying to that would be too revealing and she couldn’t do that. She shook her head firmly and Alicia didn’t believe her—she knew her too well and would use their trip to interrogate her. Besides, the fact that her uncle had gone early in the morning to say goodbye to her but didn’t do the same to Elsa was strange. 
 
    They arrived to the airport and her father helped them with the luggage. He wanted to go with them through the check-in process, but they obviously said no. Supposedly, he had given them his permission and trust for this trip. Why not start from the very beginning? 
 
    So Elsa told her father exactly that and he laughed out loud. He hugged them both and went back to the house. His daughter saw him leave, feeling a bit calmer for the moment. 
 
    “Come on, Elsa,” Alicia said, taking her hand and pulling her along. But Elsa didn’t budge. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She looked at Alicia feeling really nervous. She felt she had to talk to her, ask about her uncle to know about him. She had the urgent need to understand a thousand things, knowing about them firsthand, without having to look for answers in other people. She couldn’t wait for one whole week to know why he hadn’t sought out her company after that night in the basement. She needed to know why he hadn’t said goodbye to her, knowing that was something that would complicate matters at home. 
 
    “Elsa, you are acting odd.” 
 
    “Did Stefan wish you a happy trip?” Alicia went silent for a second, and then nodded. “And why didn’t he do the same to me?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Anyways, we are only going to be away for one week. We will be back at home soon.” 
 
    “That is true. Sometimes I behave like a brat, but… it’s so weird. I thought he would at least give me a hug,” she muttered, trying hard to avoid making Alicia imagine things. 
 
    But it was complicated to hide something that was so obvious most of the time. There were times when Alicia realized what Elsa claimed to feel for her uncle was stronger than what she wanted people to believe. She wasn’t stupid and even a blind person would be able to see they loved each other more than what they wanted to admit. 
 
    “Elsa,” Alicia sighed. “You must forget about everything and enjoy the week ahead. Could you do that?” Elsa nodded and Alicia hugged her. “Let’s go then. We have a long trip ahead of us.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly! It’s just a few hours,” exclaimed Elsa, faking a smile. 
 
    “Just a few hours? You are saying that because flying doesn’t scare you.” 
 
    “If you are so scared then, why did you want to take this trip? We could have stayed at home, Alicia.” 
 
    Alicia raised an eyebrow. “And miss this opportunity? No way.” They both laughed out loud. “Well, you are laughing at last.” 
 
    Laughing, they headed to the check-in counters. They still had one hour until they had to board the plane, so they decided to go for some refreshments. 
 
    Time started passing by and Elsa was more and more anxious for being alone. She wanted to read what Stefan had written for her. It was difficult to do that with Alicia around, especially when the brunette’s only intent was to make her laugh so she could forget her uncle’s affront. Not saying goodbye to a girl who loved him so much was strange, especially after knowing how close they were. 
 
    Once in the plane, Elsa could breathe easily, since Alicia was so scared that she took a sleeping pill to sleep through the whole flight. So, when they could unbuckle their seat belts, Elsa went to the lavatory to read in peace. She knew it was a mistake to do it now and that she should wait, but she decided not to do it. 
 
    After checking the lavatory was free, she locked herself inside. With shaky hands, she took the piece of paper out of her pocket—it was a small letter. She started reading carefully.  
 
      
 
    I have been turning the whole matter over in my head, Elsa, and I can only reach one conclusion: we cannot be together and you know it. It pains my soul not being able to give you what you need. I believe you know that and understand me. We must follow our own paths, living different lives. That’s why I decided not to say goodbye to you. If I had done that, this letter wouldn’t be in your hands now. I wouldn’t have been strong enough as to give it to you. I hope you have a great time and this trip helps you understand that you and I… well, there will never be a you and I, Elsa. With love, Stefan.   
 
      
 
    Tears rolled down her cheeks when she read we cannot be together. She didn’t want to think about that possibility. He was just trying to avoid feeling something different than a simple uncle-niece love, and she couldn’t blame him for that. How could she when she avoided that feeling, too? But she couldn’t help feeling how she felt. Elsa, not even being fully aware that her heart would beat so strongly for him, fell in love. Although, to be honest, that love had always been present, but she had been so young that she never understood the many signals. When he hugged her, she lost track of time and her thoughts. Stefan transported her to a place she never wanted to vacate, and he needed to understand that. 
 
    Hours later, they were leaving the International Airport Marco Polo. Elsa hadn’t had a great time after reading the letter, and Alicia had picked on her mood as soon as she opened her eyes. She didn’t want to say anything to her. There was no point. Their pending conversation would happen any moment now, but she could wait a few more hours. 
 
    They hailed a taxi to take them to the hotel. They were dying to get in the shower. Elsa was really looking forward to that, since she needed to relax and clear her mind more than ever. The taxi ride only took half an hour, so they arrived to the Al Nuovo Teson Hotel quite soon. 
 
    “This is awesome,” expressed Alicia, looking around. 
 
    “It truly is. We need to ride in a gondola,” announced Elsa. 
 
    “Yeah! I like how you think, sister. And then we will find us a couple of Italian guys to give us a tour around here. What do you say?” 
 
    Elsa laughed at her idea; she didn’t feel like meeting guys, especially after having realized she was in love with Stefan. It had been complicated to own something she didn’t want to admit, but the letter and everything that had happened really opened her eyes. 
 
    She thought for a moment about the night they had met in the basement. That memory entered her mind, playing itself as a love movie.  
 
      
 
    His hands were around her waist, holding her against his chest, holding onto her, even if for just a few hours. He knew that everything would change after that night. They wouldn’t be able to be alone for fear of kissing or hugging her. That would be dangerous. It was better to meet secretly in that basement that only stored old boxes and stuff nobody used… but now it would store something else than old crap. Inside those four walls they would keep a baffling love, an unstoppable desire, and the great feeling that was starting to flourish. 
 
    “We both know we have no future, Elsa,” he reassured her, unable to stop kissing her. 
 
    “I know, but I don’t want it to end.” 
 
    “I… I don’t want it to end either, but…” 
 
    “Don’t say anything now, Stefan. Let time decide whatever can happen, please,” she begged, pawing at his arms, kissing him again. 
 
    That night, they showed each other something stronger than mere desire. They showed their great love.   
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Madrid. 2019  
 
      
 
    In two days he would see her. He would see she had moved on with another person. He would learn he had lost her for being a coward. He didn’t feel like going back home, but he didn’t want to risk the hatred of his niece if he didn’t show up. He wasn’t eager to expose his heart to the painful impact of seeing her kissing another man.   
 
    Four years had passed since the last time he saw her, since their last hug, since their last kiss. Four years spent suffering for a love that could have been avoided… a love that had caught him by surprise, without thinking what others could think about it. So what if people disagreed with them? He loved her, he desired having her next to him, hugging her every second of their lives. But all he had now was the memories, the yearning of a skin he had touched, he had caressed for hours, for days. Now he had nothing—just a mirage that pulled him into a void with colossal strength. But then, when he realized it was just his eyes playing tricks, the blow was bigger and hurt even more.   
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    London. 2015  
 
      
 
    Stefan had hidden in the basement in hopes of not meeting her when she came downstairs to head to the airport. He didn’t leave the house and it was a worse feeling than he had anticipated, since knowing she was leaving hurt him. Even more since he hadn’t said goodbye. Instead, he had decided to give her sister a letter for Elsa, something he knew would cause him problems; Corina wouldn’t ignore that and would interrogate him as soon as she could find the occasion. Was he ready to face his sister and tell her what was going on? Of course he wasn’t and he would never be.   
 
    About one o’clock in the afternoon, he left the basement, knowing nobody would be there. He went upstairs, to his bedroom, to change into more comfortable clothes.  
 
    While he was getting dressed, someone knocked at his door. He opened it and his sister was there, raised eyebrow and crossed arms at that. 
 
    “Well, I thought you weren’t here. When did you come back?” she asked, entering without waiting for his permission. 
 
    “Twenty minutes ago. Why?” he replied with calmness he didn’t feel at the moment. 
 
    “I don’t know. You tell me. I think we have a pending conversation.” 
 
    “Yes,” he muttered sheepishly. “But it’s not what you think. I haven’t…” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I think, Stefan. I just want you to be honest with me. Tell me the truth. We have never judged or lied to each other.” 
 
    “I know, and I don’t want to lie to you.” 
 
    He sat on the bed, looking down at his bare feet while thinking of a million different excuses to offer to his sister. He desperately tried to come up with some sort of tale so she wouldn’t think he was a pervert for feeling attracted to her husband’s daughter, who was just a teenager. She was still a girl… but she could be so mature. Elsa had a very clear mind and that was something he loved about her. 
 
    Corina sat next to him and touched his shoulder, showing him she was there for him, letting him know he just had to open up and talk to her, just like they did before their lives changed overnight. 
 
    “Nothing has happened, Corina. It’s only that Elsa and I have always shared a special kind of love, and…” He trailed off. “Maybe things got confused, but nothing else.” 
 
    “You are not looking like that just because you are confused, little brother. I know you and I know there is more to tell,” she claimed. He stared at her before nodding. “Don’t worry. I won’t say a word. But whatever it was that happened between you two, you must fix it. You are about to marry Chloe, and Leonard…” she sighed. “Don’t go too far, Stefan. It’s the only thing I ask you.” 
 
    “Corina, the thing is that I truly think I’m in love with her.” His whisper sounded panicky. His sister looked at her wide-eyed and started shaking her head. “I’m sorry. I’m truly sorry.” 
 
    “No!” she exclaimed. “You can’t. She is just a girl, Stefan. What were you thinking?” 
 
    “You said we don’t judge each other. Why is this any different?” 
 
    “She is underage and my husband’s daughter.” 
 
    She stood up, determined to leave, to forget what her brother had just told her, which she already suspected. But before leaving, she turned around to make clear what he should do. 
 
    “You cannot fall in love with her. Leonard won’t allow it, and you should carry on with your life in the same way as you had it planned.” 
 
    He nodded, looking down again. “I was going to do it, so calm down. That’s why I didn’t see her go,” he explained, realizing everything was getting out of hand. “This week, I will tell Chloe that we should move the date of the wedding up.” 
 
    After that, his sister left the room, leaving him more confused than ever. He thought for a moment she would help him by not judging him. How wrong he had been. 
 
    He lied down on the bed and stared blankly at the ceiling, focusing on thinking about nothing. It was difficult when his sister’s words kept replaying in his mind. She was right. He couldn’t fall in love with his brother in law’s daughter, who was a minor. In what position was he then? He felt like an asshole for having abused Leonard’s trust, especially since he had helped them so much. How could he do it? How could he let it happen? How could he let Elsa get inside his heart? Sometimes, love is worse than a disease; it gets into you slowly, quietly, making way inside your whole being, and then exploding until destroying your soul. Inadvertently, he was thinking about her again, about their kisses, their caresses, and his heart started to pound so strongly that he thought it would escape from his ribcage. He jumped off of the bed and opened the window. He needed air to breathe. 
 
    At one thousand five hundred and fifty-seven kilometers away, Elsa was out in the balcony of her room. While she waited for Alicia to get out of the shower, she was thinking about him. His blue eyes drilled their way inside her mind, and she started feeling warmth crawling up from her feet to her head. 
 
    They had only been there for an hour and, as much as she wanted to enjoy her time there, it was going to be hard for her to relax and realize he wouldn’t want to see her alone once she came back. They were going to keep their distance, to forget about the days they had met in secret, the kisses they had shared, and she wouldn’t feel his caresses any more. 
 
    “That felt so good,” she heard Alice say. 
 
    Elsa turned around and looked at her. Reentering the bedroom, she sat down on the bed. 
 
    “You are very quiet, Elsa. Are you okay? If you need to go back, I don’t mind. We can take the first plane leaving tomorrow for London.” 
 
    Elsa shook her head, holding her tears back. “Of course I don’t want to go back. It’s just that…” 
 
    “Is it because of my uncle?” She sat next to her. “Elsa, you can tell me, please. I know there is something between you two. I’m not as stupid as you think I am.” 
 
    “There is nothing, Alicia. He and I… oh, forget it.” She stood up, trying to escape from something she couldn’t escape from. 
 
    Alicia grabbed her by the arm to make her face her. “Don’t run away, Elsa, and tell me.” 
 
    “We kissed… three or four times. I don’t know…” Alicia looked at her with surprise etched in her features. She would have never imagined they had gone so far. “But don’t worry. What we had is something that will never happen. Stefan made very clear to me that he wants nothing to do with me, so…” 
 
    “Are you in love with him?” Elsa remained silent. “Elsa, answer me.” 
 
    “Yes, I fell for him like a silly girl. And I have realized he would never feel the same for me because I’m not enough of a woman for him.” The tears she had been holding back started falling liberally. 
 
    Alicia hugged her gently, although she was angry because Elsa hadn’t told the truth when asked about it. 
 
    “You must forget him.” She pulled apart suddenly. “I’m not asking you to do that because it’s the correct thing to do… but because you know Stefan is about to get married. And your father… Well, I don’t even want to imagine what he would say if he knew this, Elsa.” 
 
    “I know and I swear I will try, but I cannot promise I will succeed in doing that.”  
 
    “At least I know you will try. But now let’s go and have fun, which is the whole purpose of our trip.” She pulled at her hand. 
 
    “Wait, Alicia!” 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you now?” 
 
    “I don’t think you should go out like that.” Alicia looked down and laughed out loud. “I think indecent exposure is forbidden here.” 
 
    Unable to stop laughing, Alicia started to get dressed and, after putting on some make-up, they got their handbags and went for a walk. The first thing they wanted to do was ride a gondola. Although none of them knew a word of Italian, they would communicate with people somehow. 
 
    The afternoon passed by in a blur, so fast they didn’t even realize it was getting dark. Night fell, so they looked for a place where they could eat and have some drinks. They stopped at the first pub they found and looked good. They had a look at the menu and everything sounded really appetizing; they were so hungry that they didn’t thought twice about it. The name of the place was Birreria al Vecio Penasa. The place wasn’t too big and they liked that. It was cozy and the staff was really friendly. After ordering their food, they sat at a table. 
 
    They hadn’t revisited the topic during the day and, although Elsa seemed to be enjoying herself, she couldn’t stop thinking about him and his letter. Besides, she couldn’t ignore the fact that it was Corina who gave it to her. What if she knew about it? If that was the case, surely her father would like to have a talk with her for having kissed his brother in law. The mere thought made her shiver. 
 
    “This is delicious. I think I will order more,” Alicia announced, licking her fingers one by one. 
 
    “I see you liked it.” Elsa smiled. “I am stuffed.” She leaned back, resting on the back of the wooden chair. 
 
    “I can still eat more, although… Oh my God!” she whispered. “Look at the two hotties who just entered.” Elsa looked at them unashamedly. “But don’t be so brazen.” 
 
    “I don’t know. You told me to look, so I looked,” she expressed with a smile. “They look okay.” 
 
    Alicia put a hand over her chest, faking surprise, and stood up. 
 
    “They look okay? Have you had a proper look at them? I call dibs on the blond one,” she said, heading in their direction. 
 
    Elsa jumped to her feet when she noticed what Alicia was going to do, so she followed her to stop her. But it was too late and she was already talking to them. She pinched the bridge of her nose and exhaled slowly, trying to calm down. Holidays with Alicia were going to be crazy times and she wanted nothing but peace and quiet. She wanted to get to know Venice slowly, silently, watching every single detail of the city. It was something extremely difficult to achieve with her stepsister in tow. 
 
    “Look, Elsa, these are Gian and Luka. From now on they will be our tour guides.” 
 
    Elsa smiled sheepishly. 
 
    Luka looked at her with a smile and she liked him. He was tall, slim, and had dark hair and grey eyes. He was pretty handsome. But that wasn’t what caught her attention; it was his smile. She thought it looked familiar to her. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, bella.” Gian kissed her in the cheek. 
 
    However, the blond one, as Alicia had called her, was shorter, had brown eyes, and a devilish smile. He was much more her stepsister’s type. 
 
    They got along just fine and they started talking about everything and nothing in particular. Luka told her he was studying medicine, he was twenty, and had had a hard time to move away from his parents. They were quite overprotective. Besides, he had a sister who was fifteen years old who he hadn’t seen in months because his parents lived in Bolonia. 
 
    Time passed by and Elsa started enjoying herself a lot. The guys were really nice and made them laugh every second. For an instant, she forgot about Stefan and everything that surrounded him, starting to enjoy what was ahead of her. But later, once she was alone, she started thinking about him again, wondering about what would happen when they met again. She didn’t want to overthink it, since it was better to forget everything related to him.   
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    Venice. 2015  
 
      
 
    Alicia’s headache was huge. She shouldn’t have drunk so much the previous night. Gian had seemed to be a bottomless pit. Elsa got up early. She wanted to walk around the neighborhood while her stepsister was still asleep. She enjoyed doing that after having agreed to meet Luka for breakfast.   
 
    Luka took her to Piazza San Marcos, where they visited the Basilica and then went to the Correr Museum. She felt very pleased, taking pictures like crazy, and even taking selfies of them together. They were having a great time until a very hangover Alicia phoned her to know where she was and why she hadn’t woken her up to go with her. The first thing that Elsa did was scolding her for having drunk so much the previous night. Then she told her she would go back to the hotel in a little while so they could do something together. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I will sleep some more. Have a good time with Luka.” 
 
    She couldn’t see her, but she could swear she had lifted her eyebrows suggestively. 
 
    “Luka needs to go back to his dormitory. I’m heading to the hotel now. Besides, we need to figure out where we will celebrate my birthday. You remember it is tomorrow, right?” She talked quietly because she didn’t want her new friend to hear her. 
 
    “How can I forget it? I think your father sent us here for that. It’s your present!” She burst out laughing. 
 
    “Yeah, right. I’m heading to the hotel, boozer.” 
 
    Not letting her complain for calling her that, Elsa hung up and told Luka she had to go back. 
 
    “So your birthday is tomorrow?” She looked at him with startled eyes. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but…” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. You eavesdropped anyways, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Something like that.” He smiled. “So, what are your plans? I can take you to a place you would love. I’m sure of that.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She tried to play hard to get. “I will think about it.” 
 
    They reached the hotel and she said goodbye to Luka with a kiss on his cheek, although he’d rather be kissed in a different place. They agreed to meet in the evening for dinner. While heading to her room, her father phoned her, but she couldn’t pick it up while still inside the elevator. She got a new call once she was in her room. 
 
    “Hello, dad.” 
 
    “Honey, how are you? Are you having fun?” 
 
    “Lots. We miss you.” 
 
    She walked to the bed and saw Alicia sitting there, rubbing her temples with her fingertips.  
 
    “We miss you too. The house feels very quiet without you two.” 
 
    “Are you calling us riotous? As far as I know, we are the quietest ones in the house, dad.” 
 
    She wasn’t kidding. They were the ones who made the least noise in the house. Since they had been studying all the time, they never went down to the living room. It was them who had arguments or yelled at them to go downstairs to eat. 
 
    “Okay then. You are right. So what? Have you met anyone?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she declared with a smile. “But I’m not going to talk about boys with you, dad.” 
 
    “Oh hell no,” intervened Alicia. 
 
    She seemed to be recovering and the first thing she did was snatch the phone from Elsa’s hands so she could talk to her mother. As usual, she wasn’t there. That woman worked too much, and when she was at home she spent all the time in her office. You couldn’t really count on her for nothing. 
 
    “If you want, I can let you talk to your uncle, Alicia,” Leonard mentioned. 
 
    And Alicia, forgetting completely about what had happened between Stefan and her stepsister, told him to go ahead. Stefan grabbed the phone feeling nervous. His niece started telling him what they had seen, what they were doing, and the guys they had met. At that moment, Elsa was in the bathroom, although Alicia thought she was hiding there on purpose. On the one hand, she wanted him to realize he had no future with Elsa; on the other hand, she was afraid of hurting him, since she didn’t know his feelings towards her. 
 
    “The guys are very handsome, uncle.” 
 
    And that was the only thing Elsa heard. She didn’t like Alicia telling Stefan anything about her, about Luka, or about anything in general. She stood behind her, listening to her, waiting to see what else Alicia would say. 
 
    “Yes, we have met again tonight for dinner. Gian is quite the gentleman and Luka… well, he looks at Elsa in a very special way…” Elsa snatched the phone from her, interrupting her words. “Hey! Why did you take the phone?” 
 
    Elsa frowned while pouting. The phone was against her ear, but she didn’t say anything. She just stared at her stepsister as if she wanted to kill her. Then she heard him and had to grab onto something to avoid her legs from buckling. 
 
    “Elsa? Are you there?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Hi, Stefan.” 
 
    Alicia shook her head, turning around and leaving her alone to talk calmly, something that Elsa was grateful for. 
 
    “I’m so sorry about what Alicia said.” 
 
    She didn’t really know why she was apologizing. 
 
    “It’s quite alright, don’t worry. You need to meet new people and enjoy that beautiful city.” 
 
    “I know, but…” 
 
    “But nothing, Elsa. Don’t think about anything else but yourself and that place, that guy, and whatever you can feel at any moment.” 
 
    “I feel nothing, Stefan. I think that’s what you have problems to understand. Only you make me feel, and it’s only you the one I want here.” 
 
    He didn’t reply, but she heard his suppressed sighs and felt she could die at that moment. If he had said at any moment that he wanted the same thing, she would have gone back home just to be with him and tell him all that to his face. However, Elsa hung up and sat down on the bed. She didn’t want to cry, but her tears had a will of their own. 
 
    Alicia came back from the bathroom and, after seeing her in such a state, run to her and hugged her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Elsa. I swear I didn’t know this would affect you like this. If I had known, I wouldn’t have talked to my uncle. Forgive me.” 
 
    “It’s nothing.” She shook her head. “I think our kisses weren’t as important to him as they were to me.” 
 
    Of course she had no idea what knowing she had met a guy had meant for him. He didn’t like that she could have forgotten those little shared moments they had lived in such a short time. When she hung up, Stefan stayed rooted to the ground. Anger boiled from head to toes, hating for a moment his shitty life that didn’t allow him to love whoever he chose to love. As usual, he had to think about others instead of thinking about his feelings first. 
 
    He took a deep breath about five times before facing his brother in law. He handed him the telephone with a fake smile. The least he needed now was to be asked about why he looked like a raged bull. 
 
    Then he said goodbye and headed to talk to Chloe. They had to move the wedding up, telling her they couldn’t wait any longer, convincing her that he wanted to live with her once and for all. He must do it before seeing Elsa again. He left the house and drove downtown, where his fiancée lived. 
 
    They had been together for three years. They met at the university. He believed he was in love with her. He thought what he felt for the green-eyed redhead every time she caressed him was the most a person could ever feel. He was completely wrong. Elsa had taught him a person could feel much more than what they could bear. 
 
    While driving, he could only think about the girl who had just turned seventeen, and who had stolen his dreams and smiles. Was it possible that a person he considered as a niece could have found her way inside his heart? A heartbreaking sigh escaped from his throat, making his heart skip a beat. He felt horrible, he felt so guilty… At the same time, he felt something so strong as to be able to forget that feeling overnight. 
 
    He had never believed in love at first sight. It was some malarkey people invented to justify their crushes. But now… of course he believed in love at first sight. He was experiencing it. 
 
    He parked nearby Chloe’s building and got out of the car. He went up to the third floor and rang the doorbell. Chloe opened the door and, after seeing him, she smiled and kissed him lovingly on his lips. She truly loved him. 
 
    “Darling, I wasn’t expecting you.” 
 
    “Hi. We need to talk,” he said bluntly. She got immediately worried. 
 
    “Something happened?” she asked nervously. He didn’t answer. He thought for a second, finding the right words to say so he wouldn’t scare her. “Talk to me, honey.” 
 
    “Let’s move the wedding up.” She frowned. “I know we are supposed to get married once we graduate, but we still have one more year to go. Why not do it now?” 
 
    “Where is this coming from, Stefan? It was you who didn’t want to get married so soon, and now… Are you sure nothing happened?” He shook his head. “Something makes me think that’s not true.” 
 
    “It’s nothing. Believe me, Chloe. It’s just that I realized I cannot live without you and I need you next to me at every moment.” 
 
    At first, she was silent, surprised at that change in him. But the best of her smiles appeared soon on her face, proving his idea was the best he had ever had and she loved it. She threw at him to kiss him. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she said. 
 
    “I thought you wouldn’t agree,” he muttered. 
 
    “You don’t look happy.” 
 
    “Of course I’m happy, Chloe. Really happy.” He stood up and stretched his hand to take hers. 
 
    He faked the best of his smiles. He couldn’t hurt the woman who had given him so much love. Chloe was a good person, the best one who could have arrived at his life to make him happy… or so he thought, so he must think. 
 
    He had to forget about Elsa, since it was absurd to feel something like that for a girl who was eight years his junior. With his girlfriend’s help, he would manage to do that and Elsa would abandon his head and his heart once and for all.   
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    London. 2018  
 
      
 
    Elsa couldn’t believe her eyes. An invitation to Alicia’s wedding was something she hadn’t expected, not so soon at least. When she called her so they could have breakfast together, she knew she was up to something. But that...   
 
    He was staring at her carefully while listening to her stepsister’s scoffs. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to say anything?” Alicia asked. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, sure,” she said. “Congratulations.” 
 
    “You don’t like it? Besides, I want you to be my maid of honor.” Elsa looked at her with wide eyes. “Wow, you finally look at me,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “I didn’t know you would like me to be your maid of honor. Who is going to be the best man?” 
 
    Alicia fell silent, unable to tell her the name of that person. She knew if she did that, Elsa could say no. But, supposing she didn’t feel anything for him any longer, and assuming she had forgotten about him as she swore she had done, she had to be honest. 
 
    “Stefan.” She swallowed. “You don’t mind, right?” 
 
    Elsa couldn’t reply; the surprise after hearing that name even bigger than the one after knowing about the wedding. She would see him again after years of not hearing a word about him. After years of not looking into those eyes that said too much. Had she forgotten him? She believed she had. Then, why was it so hard to speak? Why did she feel like her body got tense at the mere thought of seeing him again? 
 
    “Elsa, please. Say something.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Ali.” 
 
    “Really?” She nodded. “I thought you wouldn’t want to come to the wedding if I told you.” 
 
    “Nonsense. I have forgotten Stefan… I have moved on.” 
 
    Yes, I forgot him, she repeated once and once again in her head. 
 
    However, how could she forget the person who, upon touching her, made her feel a million different things? How to forget the first man who had ever touched her?”  
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    “Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you. I wish you, dear Elsa, happy birthday to you,” sang Alicia, sitting on Elsa’s bed.  
 
    Elsa opened her eyes and smiled happily. She was seventeen at last, only one more year to be of age and for some things to be less weird. She got up and gave a big hug to the girl who had become her sister way before they started living together, even before they started sharing parents. They had met all their lives and they were so close that, once they learnt their parents were going to get married, they didn’t mind spending more time together. Of course, both of them disagreed with the wedding, but they didn’t say anything because they didn’t want to hurt the people they loved. 
 
    “Come on then, get in the shower because we have a busy day ahead of us. Besides, do it before the calls to wish you a happy birthday start coming,” Alicia hurried her, hitting her on the face with a pillow. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “You know that, as soon as your father calls, you two will spend hours talking, and even more when my mother get the phone. Oh no, just thinking about it kind of ruins my morning and I have lots of plans.” 
 
    Elsa crossed her arms, staring at her. 
 
    “What are we supposed to do? Don’t go crazy, Ali. I’ll be happy if we just go to the opera. You know it’s one of the things I wanted to do while being here.” 
 
    “I know, don’t be annoying. We will do that as well, but just because it’s your birthday and I still cannot understand how you can like such a thing.”  
 
    Elsa turned around to head to the bathroom. 
 
    “Thank goodness we will do something funnier later,” Alicia added. 
 
    Elsa laughed out loud at those words. Who knew what Alicia had prepared? They were so different, they liked different things, and the opera was something that Alicia hated with a passion; however, she would do it for Elsa. But of course, they would meet with Gian and Luka to carry on as planned later on.  
 
    After having a shower and getting ready for a long day, they left the room. Elsa was nervous and she was dying of curiosity. She was eager to know what her stepsister had planned. Downstairs, they met Gian and Luka at the entrance of the hotel. She wasn’t surprised at all—they had become an essential part of her birthday plans since they met them. 
 
    “Happy birthday!” they yelled at the same time, making her laugh. 
 
    “Thank you, guys.” She kissed Gian and then Luka. Luka hugged her warmly and she felt awesome in his arms. She liked that. 
 
    “Are you ready for today?” She nodded. “Your sister is a bit crazy, but she loves you so much,” Luka said. 
 
    “I know. I love her too.” 
 
    “Guys, are you ready to go?” Alicia interrupted. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s go.” Luka grabbed Elsa’s hand and pulled at her. 
 
    The four of them started wandering around the beautiful streets of Venice. It was such a gorgeous place that it looked like a dream. 
 
    The first stop was at a coffee shop, since they hadn’t had breakfast and it was crazy to start their busy day on an empty stomach. The four of them got along quite well. Alicia was feeling attracted to Gian, although she never stopped observing Elsa. She wanted her to find in Luka what she couldn’t have with her uncle. Although she seemed to be having a great time, Alicia knew her quite well and, deep down, she knew Elsa was still thinking about him. 
 
    Once they finished, they headed to the opera as Elsa had requested. However, Elsa wanted to see La Traviata, Musica a Palazzo, and that show didn’t start until five in the evening, so they would have to wait. So they decided to buy the tickets before resuming their visit of the city. When Elsa was about to pay for her ticket, Luka was faster and said he would pay for her, as a birthday present. It was a really nice gesture that she would never forget. 
 
    “Thank you,” she muttered, blushing and smiling at the same time. 
 
    “You are welcome. Besides, if I have to pay your opera ticket to see you smile like that, then believe me when I tell you I’m more than pleased to do it,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    Elsa looked at him astonished and embarrassed. She thought that boy was trying to seduce her. The question was, if that were true, what would she do about it? She could let him do it and finally enjoy the perfect holidays her father had gifted her. She could do that and… No, she wouldn’t do it because she only wanted for the days to pass by so she could go back home. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to be there. In fact, there were moments when she felt a bit of peace and she couldn’t do that to Alicia. She was the one truly enjoying their holidays, and now more than ever after meeting Gian, whom she had been kissing with passion in the middle of the street. Elsa and Luka looked at each other and laughed. 
 
    “They don’t waste time!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “She never does,” Elsa sighed. 
 
    “How about you?” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “Do you waste your time or do you take advantage of every instant life offers you?” Elsa started thinking about an answer, but she didn’t know what to say. “Do you believe in destiny?” She shrugged. “I believe every person has their fate written in the stars. So, if for whatever reason you are here and we have met, you need to learn how to enjoy the time.” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    “Come on, Elsa. Just go with the flow.” 
 
    A smile appeared on his lips and, at that moment, Luka wished he could kiss her but, as much as he wanted to, he didn’t dare to do it. Something told him that girl was suffering for love and, if that were true, it wasn’t the right moment. As he had said, he believed in destiny, but he also believed in special moments. Every person has a special moment and hers hadn’t arrived yet. 
 
    He laced his fingers with Elsa’s and looked at her. 
 
    “Do you trust me?” he asked. 
 
    “Right now, I think so.” 
 
    “I can live with that.” 
 
    He pulled at her and walked holding hands. Luka showed her the best places in Venice, forcing her to have fun and stop looking at the watch. He forced her to be herself in a place she didn’t know, many miles away from home. 
 
    About three in the afternoon, she received a phone call from her father she couldn’t ignore, even though Alicia tried to snatch the phone from her hands so she couldn’t answer. 
 
    “Are you crazy? I have to pick up,” she complained. 
 
    “Party pooper.” 
 
    Elsa stuck her tongue at her while hitting the green button on her screen. 
 
    “You finally pick up. Happy birthday, darling!” 
 
    She laughed after hearing her father’s shout. 
 
    “Thank you, dad.” 
 
    “How are you enjoying your birthday? Corina already told me Alicia planned a busy day for you.” 
 
    She frowned while staring at her stepsister, since she didn’t know she had talked to her mother. Had she called her to tell her about her and Stefan? She hoped she hadn’t. She wouldn’t do that. She was getting paranoid. 
 
    “I am enjoying myself. I have no complaints.” 
 
    “That’s good. Wait, Corina wants to talk to you.” 
 
    The line was silent for a few seconds until her father’s wife greeted her. 
 
    “Thank you, Cori.” 
 
    “Honey, I hope these days in Venice are helping you. Leaving your mind blank it’s good sometimes. It helps to understand lots of things.” 
 
    Elsa didn’t understand quite well why Corina was saying that. It was like she knew something. But if that had happened, why wasn’t she more honest, clearer? They had always talked to each other about any topic. Why was it different now? 
 
    Elsa turned around to stare at Alicia, who shrugged, not understanding why she was looking at her so seriously. 
 
    “I want to believe that I will be able to understand some things, Cori. I want to understand that it’s impossible, but I know it is possible,” she replied in a grave tone. 
 
    “Elsa… enjoy your holidays and forget anything else.” 
 
    She was tired of hearing the same stupid sentence. How could she enjoy the holidays when the only reason she had agreed to travel was to escape something that would attract her again once she stepped into her house in a few days? How to do that when all she wanted was to be with the person she avoided in order not to hurt her family? She could do it, she had someone to help her do it, but she didn’t want to. No when her heart was telling her something else. 
 
    “Yeah, right, whatever. Bye, Cori.” 
 
    She hung up without waiting for a reply. Then, after putting her phone inside her pocket, she went to Alicia and grabbed her by the arm to pull her away from the guys so they wouldn’t listen to their conversation. 
 
    “Ouch! What’s wrong with you? You are hurting me.” 
 
    “Did you tell your mother about what happened with Stefan?” she asked hurriedly as soon as they were as far as possible. 
 
    “No, of course not. Why are you asking me that?” 
 
    “Because your mother just gave me the talk in a very neutral way, as if I were stupid or something. Besides, I know you talked to her. Tell me the truth, Ali. Did you tell her?” 
 
    “Fuck, no. Do you really think I would be able to tell her something like that? If I cannot accept it myself, how am I going to talk about it?” she declared with a disgusted grimace. 
 
    Elsa got angry when she understood Alicia would never be the supporting friend she needed. She didn’t accept that she had fallen in love with her uncle and, judging by her face, she thought it was something utterly disgusting. 
 
    “Wow! You just told me what you truly think. I feel disgusted,” Elsa claimed. Alicia shook her head. “You don’t need to continue lying to me, Ali. Your face betrayed you. But you know what? I don’t care what you or your mother think. I’m in love with Stefan and I know he feels the same about me, no matter how much he denies it. 
 
    “You don’t know what you are talking about. You must forget about him and date other guys. Like Luka, for example. He is the guy for you.” 
 
    Elsa shook her head emphatically.  
 
    “I’m sick and tired, Alicia…” She stayed silent. “I know it may sound crazy and even disgusting to others. To me, it’s the most wonderful thing that has ever happened to me in my life. If you are unable to understand that, maybe you don’t know me as you thought you did.” 
 
    She had nothing else to say, so she turned around and walked towards Luka. 
 
    “Can you take me to the opera?” 
 
    “What about Alicia?” 
 
    “She is not coming,” she announced in a loud voice. 
 
    Elsa didn’t look at her; she didn’t need to check Alicia was looking at her. Luka took her hand and started to walk through the same streets to go back to the opera theatre. They had to board a gondola to go to the Palazzo Barbarigo, where they would see La Traviata. That was something that really moved her; she loved opera music and it would be the highlight of her trip. 
 
    One hour later, they were waiting for the opera to begin. Elsa had her eyes fixed on the stage, avoiding any visual contact with Luka, who never stopped watching every movement of the brunette. Above all, her eyes drove him crazy, because her irises were as blue as a clear sky. Besides, she was gorgeous, even more when she was focusing on something she felt passionate about, just like she confessed the first day they met. They had talked so much that he felt as if he had known her for years. But of course that wasn’t true, because if he had met her before, he would remember her. She was impossible to forget.   
 
    


 
   
 
  

 [image: C:\Users\Estefania\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\pngocean.com(6).png]Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    London. 2015 
 
      
 
    That day was the same as any other day. He missed the girls, especially knowing it was Elsa’s birthday.   
 
    Stefan wanted to talk to her, at least greet her, but he didn’t dare to do it. Not especially since he remembered the last thing he had told her on the phone. It was better to let her enjoy her birthday in that trip, although he was feeling quite jealous inside. Knowing that she had met a guy made him feel bad and a part of him wished to jump into the first plane leaving for Venice… another different part couldn’t even send her a text message. He was going crazy. 
 
    He was lying on his bed, waiting for the day to end, not wanting to do anything. He hadn’t gone to see Chloe that day. Although his girlfriend had been calling him, he didn’t pick up the phone at any moment. He knew he wasn’t behaving properly and he would make her think something was wrong. How could he appease her doubts? How to make everything feel fine without feeling like escaping all the time? It was impossible. 
 
    Suddenly, someone knocked at the door and he didn’t have time to reply when his sister stormed inside the bedroom. 
 
    “Stefan,” she said. “How much longer are you going to be here in your room? You haven’t come out since last night. What’s the matter with you?” She sat on the bed. He didn’t move a single muscle. He didn’t look at her. 
 
    He snorted angrily when he heard her question, as if she didn’t know what was wrong with him. Sometimes he had difficulties to understand his sister’s actions. 
 
    “Are you really asking?” He sat up. “I have moved up a wedding I don’t want to go to.” Corina took her fingers to her lips. “The worse thing of all is that I’m the groom. Can I be any more pathetic?” 
 
    His sister tried to say something while touching his shoulder, but he got up to avoid any contact with the woman who had raised him when they lost their parents. 
 
    “No, Corina. I don’t even want you to talk to me,” he said, brushing nervously his fingers through his hair. “I’m tired of all this. If I hadn’t entered her bedroom that morning… If I hadn’t seen her…” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Stefan?” 
 
    “It’s none of your business. I’m just saying that… nothing. I’m not saying anything.” 
 
    They fell silent, staring at each other. Corina was frowning. He was angry with himself, with his sister for forbidding him to do something that wasn’t her business, with his niece for having told him about the guys they had met… and he was angry with the whole world because everything was crap. 
 
    “Stefan, I’m sorry to see you like that. Believe me, I suffer for you.” 
 
    “Don’t do that. I don’t need your suffering, sister,” he mumbled. “You always took care of me with fear instead of letting me live my own life. I’m tired of you feeling you need to do that, but you are not my mother. We are siblings and I am an adult. Is that clear?” he expressed, almost yelling. 
 
    “Exactly! You are an adult, and she is a girl. Don’t you see it? Are you perhaps so blind that you believe you can have a relationship with her? You are crazy! I won’t be an accomplice to this craziness.” 
 
    Stefan started pacing his room, like a caged lion about to launch a deadly attack. Saying he was sick and tired was the understatement of the year. Fuck, they had only kissed a few times. He had never felt so alive and loved before in his fucking life. He was going crazy and that story had just started. What would he do when he couldn’t control his instincts? What would he do if everything went down in flames? He didn’t want to think about it. He just wanted to live it. Was it so difficult to understand? 
 
    “Get out of my room, Corina. I don’t want to continue talking about this, especially when things in my mind are not clear at all.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “But nothing. You want me to get married and that’s what I will do. Don’t worry. I don’t want you to think I will elope with Elsa or something like that. I know very clearly what the consequences would be and, believe me, if someone had told me I was going to be in this situation, I wouldn’t have come to live here,” he stated. “Now, get out.” 
 
    His sister got the message and left, leaving him alone, even more confused and angry if that was possible. He sighed around five times, trying to calm down, but he couldn’t do it, so he did what he should have done an hour earlier. At least he would get the pain off his chest. He headed to his bedside table and grabbed his phone to dial her number. 
 
    “I’m just going to tell her happy birthday,” he repeated to himself several times while the phone kept ringing. 
 
    He got her voicemail and, before sending her a text message, he hung up and called her again. He did the same for an hour, calling her tirelessly, not thinking about anything else apart from his wish to talk to Elsa. He needed to listen to her voice, to check she was happy; only then he would feel better. It pained him to know she wasn’t enjoying her trip, especially if he was causing her to feel like she couldn’t enjoy such a beautiful place unless he was next to her. 
 
    He leaned back in his bed, tired to call and, after tossing and turning, he closed his eyes with the intention of falling asleep. He couldn’t rest well at night. 
 
    In the meanwhile, Elsa was at the opera. The show had started some time ago and she had muted her phone so nobody could bother her. Luke and she were having a great time. He made her day more enjoyable, since having an argument with Alicia hadn’t been in her plans, but she wasn’t going to let her get away with something so serious. She was sure her stepsister had told her mother what had happened with Stefan. Now she was scared to go back and check her father knew too. The situation was going to become quite hard and she wasn’t ready to go through that. 
 
    There were moments when Elsa got goosebumps, her eyes got watery, and felt pressure in her chest. The moving intensity of the singing, the voices of the performers, so intimately close, made the ropes in her soul vibrate. 
 
    In conclusion, such a beautiful performance was going to be engraved in her memory for life. Such a present that she would never forget and, every time she remembered it, she would also remember Luka. 
 
    Outside, when the day had started fading, Elsa and Luke got in a gondola again to go back to the place where, supposedly, Alicia and Gian were waiting. 
 
    “I don’t want to go out with her. I’m so angry,” Elsa stated lifting an eyebrow. 
 
    “Oh, come on. She had planned this whole day. You cannot spite her like that. You can go back to having arguments again tomorrow, but at least let’s enjoy tonight.” Luka winked at her. “Please, for me,” he asked softly. 
 
    “Okay, I will do it for you and because you gave me such a spectacular present.” She kissed him in the cheek. “Seriously now, I won’t ever forget it.” 
 
    He smiled and took one of her hands to his mouth, kissing her knuckles. Then he pulled at her so they could go and meet the couple who spent every second devouring each other’s mouths. 
 
    When they arrived to the pub where they had met, Gian and Alicia were drinking beer. Elsa didn’t like to see Alicia drinking again, since she knew she would get drunk and would have to drag her stepsister to bed just like the first day. When she saw her, Alicia stood up and went to her, asking her to go to the toilet. She needed to talk to her alone so they could clarify some things. 
 
    “What do you want, Ali? I don’t think we have nothing to talk about,” she assured her, crossing her arms. 
 
    “Are you still mad at me? Fuck, I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t mean to hurt you,” she apologized sheepishly. 
 
    “You didn’t want to hurt me, but then you went and told your mother. Very believable, Alicia,” she repeated. 
 
    “I told you that I didn’t tell her anything. I called my mother to ask her why she told you those things, and it seems it was my uncle who told her everything.”  
 
    Elsa got startled. She lowered her arms and started to pace, clearly nervous. That couldn’t be happening, not now that he had stated quite clearly they weren’t going to have a future together. They were nothing to each other, not even family. Alicia approached her and grabbed her hands, trying to calm her down. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Elsa. And I don’t want you to think that it disgusts me seeing you together. It’s not like that.” 
 
    “Then what is it? Because I don’t understand,” she muttered, trying to repress the tears that wanted to flow freely. 
 
    “I don’t want you to suffer and I’m sure that’s what will happen if you go ahead with all this. My uncle is about to get married, Elsa, and I don’t think he will break up with Chloe.” Elsa nodded, a few tears falling. Alicia brushed them with her thumb. “Don’t cry, please. It breaks my heart to see you like this.” 
 
    “I can’t, Ali. I don’t know when it happened, but I fell in love with him and I don’t think I can forget about it.” 
 
    Alicia hugged her and let her cry all the time she needed. She hadn’t cried like that for a long time, basically since her mother had died. And she needed her hugs and kisses so much at that moment in her life. 
 
    Half an hour later, after Elsa managed to cry everything out, they left the toilet and sat with the guys again. Luka got worried when he saw the state Elsa was in, but he didn’t say anything and she thanked him for that. 
 
    “Okay, girls. We still have one more stop today. Do you want to go or do you prefer doing it tomorrow?” 
 
    Elsa and Alicia looked at each other and nodded smiling. They weren’t going to stop going to some place just because she had learnt her life was about to end. She had to take advantage of the time she had before arriving back home and be punished for life by her father, just because she had fallen in love with a guy who was older than her. Nonsense. When there was love, age was a secondary matter. The age difference didn’t matter if they could be happy together. She couldn’t understand that people thought their love was wrong. Elsa could only think of her feelings and what he felt for her. She didn’t need to know anything else.   
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    London. 2019  
 
      
 
    The feelings he had thought were hiding in the bottom of his heart came out as soon as he knew she would be going back home. Although he never stopped remembering every minute of her existence, he didn’t want to focus on that when all he needed was forget about it. Big mistake. He never forgot… just hid them. And now, when he arrived to the airport the same day of the wedding of his niece, knowing he was the best man and Elsa was the maid of honor… well, everything came back stronger than ever.   
 
    He got his carry on suitcase, the only one he had taken with him since he had the intention of taking the first plane back to Madrid the next day, and went in search of a taxi. He should have arrived one hour ago, but the plane got delayed and everybody was already waiting for him at the church. Everybody. Even the bride. 
 
    What would he feel when he saw her again? What would happen when their eyes met again? Four years were an eternity, especially when Elsa was the woman he had loved the most in his miserable life. How would he act when he realized he had lost all the opportunities of fighting for her? It was clear his life had gone to hell and there was no way to fix it.  
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    Venice. 2015  
 
      
 
    The night arrived. It was time for the party they wanted Elsa to attend. As soon as they left the bar, they blindfolded her so she couldn’t see where they were going. They walked slowly towards the dock where they would catch the vaporetto that would take them to the Skyline rooftop bar. It was a magical place. Gian and Luka used to go there from time to time.  
 
    “I’m nervous. It’s this really necessary?” she asked, pointing at the blindfold. 
 
    Luka and Alicia exchanged a glance before smiling. 
 
    “Quite necessary, little sister,” Ali assured her. 
 
    Very carefully, they got on the vaporetto and she could feel the fresh breeze on her face, telling her they were on the water. 
 
    Once they arrived, they helped her to hop off and then headed to the eighth floor of the building. Luka removed her blindfold. Elsa looked around, astonished when she realized how beautiful it was. She approached the railing to enjoy the perfect view of Venice and the Giudecca Channel. She knew it was that channel because Luka whispered it in her ear. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” she said, holding onto the iron railing. 
 
    “It sure is,” Luka replied with his eyes fixed in her. 
 
    Elsa noticed he was watching her and blushed out of habit. Although Luka was a handsome and nice guy, she didn’t want to give him her heart, since it already belonged to someone else. 
 
    “Anyways,” he sighed. “Would you like to dance, beautiful lady?” 
 
    Elsa agreed and he smiled pleasantly. 
 
    He grabbed her hand and took her to the dance floor, where Alicia and Gia were hugging tightly, moving at the beat of a song. She didn’t recognize the music and Luka told her the name of the song. 
 
    “It’s Lay Me Down, by Sam Smith. Don’t you know it?” he asked quite puzzled.  
 
    She shook her head with a sheepish smile. She wasn’t good at modern music; she was in love with classical music instead. But she had to admit the song was beautiful. 
 
    For a second, the moment was magical, and she wasn’t ready for that. Luka was staring at her, recording every tiny spot of her perfect face in his eyes. She didn’t waste time and did the same thing, provoking a different kind of connection between them. She got lost in the moment. She let go and, before she could realize what was happening, Luka was kissing her. That was what woke her up from that reverie she had fallen into. 
 
    “Sorry, I can’t,” she muttered, pulling apart with the clear intention of escaping from his embrace. 
 
    “Wait, Elsa!” he called out after her. 
 
    Alicia and Gian, who had witnessed the whole thing, went after them but, by the time they arrived, Elsa was already on the vaporetto to go back to the hotel. 
 
    She didn’t like that the night ended like that, but she couldn’t give false hopes to a guy who she couldn’t contemplate as more than a friend. She wasn’t ready to open her heart to another person, especially because her heart didn’t belong to her. Her heart belonged to Stefan. 
 
    Right at that moment she felt an inevitable urge to call him, to know about him… to see him and hug him. So she pulled her phone out to call him and then she realized she had around seven missed calls from him. She got paralyzed and, without a second thought, hit dial. The phone rang five times and, when she was about to hang up, he answered. 
 
    “Elsa?” 
 
    “Hi, Stefan.” 
 
    They stayed silent, trying to look for the right words. They were unable to tell to each other what they most desired. Why? They had the opportunity to be honest. It was all so complicated… 
 
    “How are you? I called to wish you a happy birthday. I guess you were busy.” 
 
    His words sounded rushed. Her hands were clammy and, for one second, she believed everything could go back to being like before, like when they could look at each other without wishing to kiss frantically. 
 
    “Yes, I was a bit busy. I went to the opera.” 
 
    She was trying to make normal conversation. 
 
    “If you hadn’t gone, you would have regretted it. The opera feels different there. It’s…” 
 
    “Different,” she finished his sentence and they both smiled. 
 
    “Yes,” he muttered. “I would have loved to enjoy that moment with you.” 
 
    He said that without thinking, although it was the truth. Those words made her want to go back, be with him, and tell him how she felt without fear to be rejected. Because it was clear he wouldn’t do it, and Stefan would make her understand the feeling was reciprocated. She sighed three times, trying to calm down, but it was quite impossible when there was so much to say. 
 
    “I miss you,” she said. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked insecure. 
 
    “Yes, Elsa. I have thought about all of this. I don’t know whether it is a good time to talk about it, but we need to talk or I will go crazy.” 
 
    Elsa felt a sliver of hope, so tiny and huge at the same time that make her see there was a possibility for them to be together. She realized she couldn’t forget him, because he was burrowed so deeply inside her heart that she would find a way to show him they needed to be together without fearing anything or anyone. She had fallen in love and that would never change. 
 
    Little by little, they relaxed and tried to talk about something else since, although the topic was there in the background, it wasn’t the right moment. It was better to talk about their feelings in person, not on the phone. 
 
    “I would love you to be here with me.” 
 
    “I would love that too, but you have already met someone, right, Elsa?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s nothing, Stefan.” 
 
    Silent fell between them again, leaving them thinking about different things. He was thinking about that guy she had met. She could only think about him. 
 
    “Come, Stefan. Come and stay with me for the rest of my trip.” 
 
    Her request took Stefan by surprise and, although he felt tempted, he couldn’t go. Especially because Alicia and Elsa were sharing a room. What would his niece think about it? 
 
    “That’s impossible, Elsa. You are with my niece and…” 
 
    “If I weren’t with Alicia, would you come?” Silence. “Stefan, tell me. Would you come?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    And that answer was all she needed to continue pushing him, to almost beg him to go, even if it was for just one day. She needed to see him, to be with him, to spend a day together in that wonderful city that made everything look like out of a romantic movie. She wanted to fall in love with him there. She wanted to love him there. She wanted to kiss his lips there. 
 
    After spending ten minutes talking, Stefan excused himself and hung up, since it seemed that someone was going to get into his bedroom and didn’t want them to know he was talking to her. It wasn’t quite a lie because, minutes later, Chloe entered his bedroom and found him lying down on the bed. Stefan was thinking about Elsa and her request, about spending a day with her to then make her understand they shouldn’t be together. He could show her that he wasn’t good for her, since that relationship was going to be a complicated one. 
 
    “Hello, honey. Are you okay? Your sister told me you have spent the whole day in here. What’s the matter?” 
 
    She sat next to him. Stefan sat up and looked at her. Chloe was staring at him too, her eyes filled with worry. Something told her that something was wrong. 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “It’s nothing, believe me.” 
 
    Stefan didn’t want to hurt her, but it was clear that would be inevitable. Chloe got closer to him, brushing her body against his. He tensed up. He didn’t want her to touch him. 
 
    “Please, tell me,” she begged warily, fearing he would tell her something that would break her. 
 
    Stefan swallowed and looked for a way to tell her without hurting her that he didn’t love her. How could you do that? How could you avoid hurting a person who has been next to you for years? She was the first woman he made love to, the first one who showed him what love was. Well, she was the first one he thought was teaching him what love is, since Elsa had been the first one to show him that love was something entirely different to what he felt for Chloe. It was strong, eager, and disastrous. Love was she. Love was Elsa. 
 
    “I need time,” he mumbled, looking at her again. 
 
    “What?” she asked, fighting her tears back. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he apologized, trying to hold her hands. She moved them away. “Chloe, please.” 
 
    She stood up and went to a corner of the room, silently yelling for him to get up and hug her. He didn’t do it and that solved all of her doubts. 
 
    “Why? Is there another person?” she asked him again, trying to know the truth. She deserved it. 
 
    Stefan couldn’t answer because Chloe knew Elsa since she had been a little girl. If she knew he had fallen in love with that girl… She couldn’t know that. 
 
    He stood up at last and hugged her because he feared he was breaking her heart. Chloe, in his arms, sank and cried like never before. She loved Stefan so much she couldn’t think of living her life without him. What would they do about the wedding now? 
 
    “What’s going to happen now?” she muttered, looking down because she couldn’t meet his eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know… I’m just asking for time to think.” 
 
    “We were going to get married, Stefan. How come you are asking me for time now when you wanted to move the wedding up just one day ago? I don’t understand you.” 
 
    Chloe pulled apart, shaking her head, glaring at him with so much hatred as she never believed she could feel for the man she loved so much. He wasn’t being honest with her. He couldn’t be honest and tell her he didn’t love her any more. The truth was that he had never loved her. How could he tell her that a teenager had taught him about the difference between their caresses? He couldn’t tell her that. 
 
    “Forgive me, Chloe. I assure you I’m not feeling much better than you, and I know I asked you to move the wedding up, but it was because I wanted to fight for our relationship. I’m still trying,” he claimed, doubt in his voice. 
 
    She didn’t believe a single word. She fisted her hands at her sides, trying to be strong, but she was failing. So, just like that, she stormed out of the bedroom with tears in her eyes and her heart about to escape from her chest. She left that house and left behind everything she had ever loved.   
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    London. 2015  
 
      
 
    Had he done the right thing? It wasn’t the time to have regrets, though, especially because he had done exactly what he wanted. Breaking up with Chloe hadn’t been a decision he had made lightly. And the truth was that they hadn’t broken up. Not really. He had asked for time. How long would it take him to clear his thoughts? He knew clearly what he wanted, but not what he should do. Everything was chaos.   
 
    He was still in the same position he was when Chloe stormed out. He should have run after her to make her understand she shouldn’t suffer for his sake, to tell her they had to go on. Obviously, those were meaningless words. For as much as he wanted to convince himself they hadn’t broken up, he knew they really had… He wouldn’t go after her. It was already done. 
 
    Then, when he reacted, he realized he had to take the first plane to Venice so he could see Elsa. It was crazy, but he had to do it. He needed to do it. While he was packing a small suitcase, his sister entered without knocking. Stefan looked at her with a raised eyebrow, which is what she did too when she observed what Stefan was doing. 
 
    “Are you going somewhere?” she asked, closing the door behind her. 
 
    “It’s none of your business, Corina,” he replied sharply. 
 
    “Are you still angry with me?” He didn’t reply. “Stefan.” He looked at her this time. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Corina, stop asking and interfering in my life,” he snorted, pinching the bridge of his nose with two fingers. 
 
    His sister fell silent, looking at him packing his things and closing the suitcase after he was done. Done, he put on a clean shirt, put his phone and his car keys in a pocket of his trousers, and started to leave the room that so smothered him. To be honest, it was Corina who had that effect on him. 
 
    “Let me go through,” he asked nicely. 
 
    “Not until you tell me where you are going, Stefan,” she insisted, not moving from the door. 
 
    “I don’t know why the hell you want to know it. Do you think that maybe I’m going to do something crazy?” 
 
    Corina raised an eyebrow, weighing those words as if he had truly revealed his destination. But she couldn’t believe he would be able to do that, to go and look for her… He had assured her that he wouldn’t be with her. Besides, he was going to get married to Chloe soon. 
 
    “I hope you are not thinking about going to see her. God help you if you get on a plane to Venice.” 
 
    Stefan swallowed hard, realizing his sister wasn’t as stupid as he thought. 
 
    “You are not going, right?” He was quiet, his eyes fixed on the floor. “Right?” 
 
    “Why do you want to know? Does it change anything if I tell you that you are correct in thinking I’m going to see her?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    “Leave me alone, Corina. I just want to solve this situation so I can carry on with my life before I tie the knot with Chloe.” 
 
    Hearing that made her feel better somehow, since she believed in his words. Yes, his sister was stupid. 
 
    “Please, don’t do anything crazy.” She got closer to give him a hug. “I just want what is best for you and this, believe me, is not. If you continue getting close to Elsa, she is going to suffer and there is no way you two can be together. Please, understand that at once.” 
 
    “I know,” he replied, getting away from her. “Now I want you to understand this. I need to talk to her and I cannot wait until she comes back. I just ask you to keep this in secret if it is true that you love me as much as you say.” She started shaking her head. “Damn, Corina, I have never asked you anything before.” 
 
    “But this is different. We are talking about my husband’s daughter. He is the man who opened the doors of his home for us. If he knew this could ever happen, he wouldn’t have let us enter his life. Please, Stefan, let it be.” 
 
    He stepped around her and, without talking or waiting for her to say anything else, left the bedroom and the house as fast as he could. If he lived there, he could never be with Elsa. Really? It was clear it was crazy. He would have never imagined he could feel like that for Elsa. He felt breathless when he couldn’t see her. He could swear he was becoming obsessive. And he wouldn’t let her get under his skin like that. He wanted to see her so his ideas would get clearer, and he hoped hers too. They needed to put a stop to that feeling that was getting a hold of them. 
 
    While Stefan was traveling, Elsa was alone in her hotel room, looking out of the window, staring blankly at the beautiful landscape in front of her. She was thinking about him, about their conversation, and about everything that Stefan wasn’t realizing just yet. 
 
    She decided to go to bed, since it was late and needed to rest. Besides, she would take advantage of the fact that Alicia hadn’t come back yet to sleep well. 
 
    After tossing and turning for the thousandth time, sleep won and her eyes closed. 
 
    Her phone, vibrating under her head, woke her up. She had put it under her pillow in case Alicia called her. She turned a bit so she could check whether her stepsister was sleeping and, yes, there she was. Frowning, she pulled her phone out and checked who was calling and what time it was. Stefan was calling her at five in the morning. She got nervous and jumped out of bed so she could answer. 
 
    Once she was out in the balcony, she picked up and Stefan’s voice made her react since she had been paralyzed. 
 
    “Elsa, are you there?” 
 
    “Yes… yeah, I’m here. Did anything happen? It’s really late.” 
 
    He was silent for what it felt like an eternity. 
 
    “I’m here, Elsa… I’m in Venice.” 
 
    Elsa’s eyes opened widely and she got nervous. Her hands started sweating and her legs were shaking. 
 
    “Are you serious? Where are you?” 
 
    “At the front desk of your hotel.” 
 
    “Give me five minutes,” she said at once. 
 
    “I’ll be waiting for you in my room, Elsa. Room 303.” 
 
    After that, Elsa hung up and went back into the room to get dressed and go to see him. She couldn’t believe he had gone there on her request. If he continued denying he felt something for her after having done that gesture, she would hit him until he were totally honest. Elsa wasn’t an expert in love matters; in fact, she had never fallen in love, but she knew exactly what they felt for each other and, if that wasn’t love, what would that be? 
 
    Once she got dressed, she looked at Alicia one last time and left the room stealthily, hoping she wouldn’t wake up and start questioning her about leaving the room in the wee hours of the night. 
 
    She walked calmly along the hallway. She reached the elevator and hit the button to go to the third floor right away. She was on the sixth floor, in Room 605. She had a better view of the city from there, and that was why they had chosen a room with a balcony on a higher floor, so they could take a good look at their surroundings. 
 
    Once she got to her destination, she got out of the elevator and started to freak out. Her body was shaking like a leaf. Her heart was pounding wildly, about to explode, and she found hard to breathe. It was clear she had never imagined he would actually go there. Only in her wildest dreams she could have imagined they would be alone in a hotel room at over a thousand kilometers from their home. She stopped right at his door, hoping Stefan would open her without her having to knock, since she couldn’t find the will to make her knuckles hit the door. And it happened. He opened the door. He was waiting for her. 
 
    Their eyes locked immediately, feeling paralyzed for a few seconds but, as soon as the door closed behind them, he fell over her mouth with desperation that would push them to the limit. So many hours of travel and so many fights were being rewarded; he was with her and he couldn’t stop kissing her, hugging her… 
 
    “I can’t believe you are here,” Elsa mentioned when he broke their kiss, coming out for air. 
 
    “I cannot believe I have done this, or that I am here with you. I don’t believe this is happening for real, Elsa. And the worst of all is that I have no intention to stop,” he declared nervously, pressing her against his body. 
 
    That simple touch, together with his words, made her shiver. She looked into his eyes in a special way, like she had never done before, showing him thus what she could also achieve with that. He gave her a lopsided smile, teasing her. 
 
    “What do you feel about me, Stefan?” She asked the question she had considered so many times, even though she already had her answer. She just needed to hear him say it out loud. 
 
    Stefan pulled away from her for a second, trying to look for those damn words that were stuck in his throat. For an instant, she felt petrified at the possibility of not getting the answer she needed so much. Because if he could be honest, she wouldn’t stop fighting to be with him forever, although that meant she had to confront her father. It was clear that her heart was the first priority in her life. Her only fear was that her heart could break in a million pieces if her love were unrequited.   
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    London. 2019  
 
      
 
    Right out of the church, there was a limo that, supposedly, was hiding the bride. Stefan was in the sideway across the street, counting up to twenty before facing his family, his niece, and Elsa. Unable to keep waiting because the time was nigh, he crossed the road and approached the limo. Suddenly, the door opened and he could see a feminine leg getting out of the vehicle, planting her high heel on the asphalt. For a second, he had the intention of turning around to head to the door of the church, but then she got out of the car and the world ceased to exist. He couldn’t remember her being as beautiful as she was at that moment.  
 
    Elsa had changed. She was more womanly, more beautiful than ever. He swallowed right at the same time when she fixed her blue eyes in his, dragging him to a storm he didn’t think he could escape. 
 
    What was he going to do now he had seen her? How could he approach her when, the moment they touched, his body would recognize her? 
 
    They couldn’t stop staring at each other, remembering for an instant the way they used to be before. 
 
    Then she smiled and his world came to a halt, same as his heart.  
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    Venice. 2015  
 
      
 
    Stefan was still silent, unable to reply at that very moment. What did he feel about her? He was sure he felt more than fondness; otherwise, he wouldn’t have traveled in search of the little girl who had stolen his thoughts and his breath. Yes, of course he knew what he felt, but part of him refused to feel it. He was scared of admitting it. But it was just one part of him, because the other part wanted to scream it, to tell her so he could finally kiss her at will. He was going crazy. Then he looked at her and closed the gap between their bodies. He took her by her hand and led her to the bed, so they could sit down and talk.  
 
    “Stefan, I…”  
 
    He put a finger over her lips. 
 
    “Don’t say anything, Elsa. I want to reply to that question, although the fact I have travelled all the way to here gives you the answer.” 
 
    “I need to know… I need something to make me feel stronger so I can fight for you.” 
 
    He couldn’t believe a girl of her age could say those things. Although she was always too mature for her years, he had to acknowledge she acted like a little girl sometimes. 
 
    “I don’t know where to start, Elsa. I don’t know how to tell you this because I feel bad for feeling it.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to…” 
 
    “I think I’m in love with you,” he interrupted her, wishing to let go of everything he was bottling up. 
 
    Elsa stared at him wide-eyed, showing that perfect color that reminded him of the ocean, so much that he could drown in them. She was speechless. Her tight lips made it difficult to breathe. Stefan took her hands very delicately and kissed them. 
 
    “Yes, Elsa. It seems crazy and, somehow, it is…” 
 
    She didn’t let him finish when she felt his hands covering her own hands, protecting them. She got closer to him, her body flushed to his, and kissed him to show she felt the same. If she had thought her birthday had ended in disaster, now it turned out to be the best one in her whole life. 
 
    Their clandestine caresses showed how much they wanted to be skin to skin. It was too soon for that, for hugging naked, joining their bodies to create just the one. 
 
    In that instant, Stefan thought he could lose his head. Elsa looked at him so adoringly, with love that was stored in the bottom of her heart, that heart that was so broken and he had been able to fix. Now he feared to break it again… because Stefan could be the person who managed to do just that. 
 
    “We need to stop,” he muttered, unable to remove his lips from Elsa’s lips. 
 
    “Yes, true,” she said. 
 
    But they didn’t stop. How could they when their love had surged out with so much force that it hurt? 
 
    “Elsa,” he pulled apart a few millimeters. “This is crazy,” he repeated. “And the worst of all is that I don’t want it to end.” 
 
    She smiled pleased, in love, and locked herself between his arms as if she thought he could escape from her again. 
 
    Minutes started passing by quickly, making them lose track of time. Then, before dawn, she asked him to go for a gondola ride. She wanted to see the sun rise in between his arms. It would be the best birthday present she could ever get, she was sure of that. 
 
    They left the hotel and walked to the place where all the gondolas were. They only found a couple of them, since not all gondoliers were working at that time of the day. They hopped on one of them and the ride started. She was clutching his arms, resting her head on his chest, swearing it was the most magical moment she had lived in her short life. 
 
    Stefan caressed her back, sending shivers all over her body, making her feel loved. He was so caring, he had always been that way… but now it felt different. He was different and she loved him for that. 
 
    “This is beautiful,” she mentioned, looking at the sky. 
 
    However, he could only look at her as if nothing else existed around them. Who would care about watching the rising sun when he had the most beautiful woman in the world in his arms? He couldn’t believe that he could kiss her whenever he felt like it. He couldn’t believe that everything had started after seeing her in her underwear. Although the truth was that he didn’t care about how things started. The feeling had been there for a long time and they only needed a little push to make it bloom. 
 
    “Yes, you are.” Cupping her cheeks in his hands, he kissed her with so much tenderness that could kill her. 
 
    That kiss was proof that everything could go on if they wanted to. That kiss ignited some fire in their insides so they didn’t hesitate to go back to the hotel so they could be alone. On their way to the hotel, they couldn’t keep their hands off each other. They had to stop for a second at the hotel door so they could calm down and breathe. Right at the moment, Luka had arrived to see her. He needed to know how she was feeling after he kissed her unexpectedly. Obviously, he found her feeling fine; in fact, she was feeling better than expected. The worst part of what he was witnessing was that he had thought there could be something between them, but he was wrong since Elsa was in love with someone else. 
 
    Looking down, he turned around and went back to his residence. He couldn’t look back, since he wouldn’t be able to erase that vision from his mind so easily. 
 
    Elsa and Stefan arrived to his room and, after locking the door, he continued devouring her, feeling his sanity was going to hell the moment he heard her moaning against his lips. He took her in his arms, making her wrap him with her legs around his wrist, making her whimper when she felt his erection. 
 
    Stefan wanted to wait, to let time pass by so their feelings could get stronger. He didn’t want to take advantage of her, since he was older, more experienced, and he was sure that Elsa was still a virgin… although he had to admit he really liked that. 
 
    “I don’t want to lose my head with you, Elsa. I don’t want you to regret whatever it’s going to happen now,” he whispered on her lips, unable to stop fondling her body over her clothes. 
 
    “I won’t regret it. I want it as much as you do,” she replied after pulling apart, staring at his eyes to show him how sure she was. 
 
    He didn’t say anything else and walked her to the bed, where he made her lie down, with extreme tenderness, like he was so strong that he could break her. Somehow, it was like that. He had to be careful and, above all, he had to show her all he felt for her at all times. 
 
    Seconds passed by, minutes even, and clothes were falling on the floor without order or control. They finally were in their underwear. Stefan looked at her and swallowed. His fingers itched for her touch, wanting to caress that pink skin that was driving him crazy and surely felt like velvet. He didn’t hesitate to do it, touching her without further delay. Elsa arched her body, wanting him to possess her at once. But he wouldn’t do that. Stefan only wanted to touch her and make her feel like she was in heaven with just caresses and kisses. 
 
    The feeling of fulfillment he got after checking she felt the same for him and was ready to sacrifice everything for him was so big and incredible that he couldn’t breathe normally. Apart from feeling his chest full, his heart was beating like a drum. Elsa had made him feel all that for a long time, but until that moment he hadn’t realized the whole magnitude of his feelings. 
 
    And of course he wanted to make love to her, to feel his skin against her skin, making their bodies become one. But he wasn’t going to do it at that moment. Waiting was worth the effort if it was with her. 
 
    “Not today, Elsa. We won’t do anything. I just want to be here, like this, with you. I want to hug you and feel you are mine, even if it is complicated. I want to know this moment is ours and nobody else’s. I want to know we don’t need to hide,” he muttered, hugging her, holding her in between his arms, fearing it would be just a mirage that would disappear in a matter of seconds. 
 
    She nodded, feeling moved. His words spoke to her soul and it would be impossible to take them out of there. She would never manage to forget that perfect and beautiful moment they were both living. They wouldn’t make love carnally. There were different ways to make love and, at that moment, they loved each other in a different and eternal way. 
 
    Among sighs, caresses, and some interspersed I love you’s that escaped from the bottom of their souls, they fell asleep, dreaming that nothing would change once they woke up, dreaming that everything they had lived in a few hours would be forever. Dreaming they wouldn’t have to say goodbye at the end of this trip and, once she went back home, they could be together in the same way. They both knew it was just that: a dream, and, although dreams came true sometimes, this wasn’t one of those.   
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    London. 2019  
 
      
 
    Smiling and faking she was happy to see him, to know he was with her again, even though it was just as her plus one for her stepsister’s wedding, it was better than showing that, deep down, she was suffering because she wanted their bodies to get so close as to fit like pieces of a puzzle. Because they were just that, a perfect puzzle that was difficult to pull apart. And now they couldn’t even look at each other’s eyes for more than a few minutes because the people who, unaware of the situation, were keeping them apart surrounded them.   
 
    Elsa walked towards him, leaving space for the bride to get out of the limo. And he swallowed thinking she would approach him and hugged him, even if it were like a family member. She didn’t do it. She couldn’t think clearly because, if she did that, she would remember they were the maid of honor and the best man, and they were supposed to walk arm in arm. That simple touch would kill her inside. Although it wasn’t a bad idea, since in that way the agony of knowing he was so close and couldn’t kiss him would finish. No matter how much time passes by, love would continue being in between them. Even now, it was bigger and stronger.   
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    Venice. 2015  
 
      
 
    The phone sounded in the distance. Elsa started to stir in bed, feeling stuffy because of the proximity of Stefan’s body. She opened her eyes as big as they could go and looked at her right with a wide smile. It wasn’t a dream. He was next to her. She had caressed and kissed him until they got exhausted a few hours ago. Besides, he had told her he loved her, and that was more than she had expected.   
 
    Tired of hearing the phone ringing, she got up and went to check who was calling her so insistently. Then she realized that Alicia would be worried after discovering she wasn’t in her bed like every morning. Leaving without telling her hadn’t been a good idea if Elisa didn’t think of going back before her stepsister woke up. 
 
    Now she was facing quite the dilemma: what should she tell her so she wouldn’t grill her. She started to get dressed and an idea crossed her mind. An idea that, after Luka’s kisses, could be a very bad one, but she couldn’t do any other thing. 
 
    “Elsa,” Stefan whispered, opening his eyes when he felt the empty space on the bed. 
 
    She turned around, startled, since she didn’t expect him to wake up. She looked at him, faking her best smile. Their dream was about to end and she didn’t have the strength to get away from him after they have declared everything they felt for each other. 
 
    “It’s the time, right?” 
 
    She nodded, walking towards the bed. She sat down next to him and he pulled at her body to keep her, even if it was for just a couple of more minutes. 
 
    “I must go. Alicia has called me seven times and she must be quite worried. Besides, if she knew that…” 
 
    He interrupted with a finger on her lips. “She won’t know.” 
 
    She nodded while their eyes connected and their lips joined in a desperate kiss, a kiss full of promises he was making and, she was sure, he would fulfill. 
 
    A few minutes later, Elsa left Stefan’s room, looking around in the hallway, fearing to be discovered. After checking nobody could see her, she headed to her room in hurry and, when she got there and closed the door, she leaned on it, feeling out of breath. Suddenly, a bittersweet sensation churned in her stomach, making her taste the bitter flavor of the farewell. 
 
    Unable to move from the door, Alicia saw her. Her stepsister, surprised to see her there, went to her. 
 
    “Elsa, what are you doing? Are you okay?” Elsa looked at her. “Where were you? You have no idea how worried I was. I called you a thousand times.” 
 
    “It was only seven,” she emphasized, heading to the bathroom. 
 
    “Whatever. You got me worried,” she repeated, following her. 
 
    Alicia grabbed her arm. They had a pending conversation and Elsa was great at avoiding topics she wasn’t ready to discuss. Elsa looked at her and she sat on the bed seconds later. She covered her face with both hands. She was trying to find the way to answer without having to lie too much. 
 
    “I was with Luka. I spent the night with him.” 
 
    She thought that excuse would be more believable than telling her she had gone for a walk. First, Alicia raised an eyebrow incredulously and, little by little, her expression changed to one of happiness. 
 
    “No!” she exclaimed, forming an exaggerated O with her mouth in the most comical way. 
 
    She sat next to her and looked at her expectantly, filled with curiosity. Elsa didn’t know how to untangle herself from the mess she was getting into. How was she going to ask Luka to lie for her when she had rejected him after he kissed her the previous night? She was sure the guy would tell her to go to hell. If he agreed, he would be stupid. 
 
    “Tell me everything in great detail.” Elsa shook her head, faking a smile. “Oh no. I won’t take a no. Especially after you ran away after he kissed you.” 
 
    “I didn’t run away,” she retorted nervously. 
 
    She felt bad when she remembered that moment. It wasn’t that she didn’t like Luka, since he was really handsome and he had treated her better than anybody else. But she couldn’t feel anything for him and now she was surer than ever. 
 
    While Elsa was giving her fake details, Stefan left his room to go to the airport. He had to go back to London before someone started to miss him and ask questions. He wasn’t afraid of telling the truth, but he knew some things were better kept in secret. At least until some time passed by and he had a clearer view of where his future would take him. At that moment, the only thing he knew for sure was what he felt for Elsa, and knowing she loved him back complicated things even more. 
 
    He wanted to forget about her and everything her smile made her feel. It was complicated to stop loving a person who gave him so much. 
 
    He left the hotel with both hands deep inside his pockets and, before he could get into the taxi, someone stopped him. Stefan looked up and a boy was looking at him with hatred. 
 
    “Sorry, do I know you?” he asked, removing his arm from his grip. 
 
    “No, you don’t know me.” Stefan shrugged and tried to carry on. “But you know Elsa. Who are you, her boyfriend?” 
 
    That question solved his doubts. Although you didn’t need to be too intelligent to know he was the guy Elsa had met, he wanted to know by himself. 
 
    “I see you know her, too. You are Luka, right?” The guy nodded. “I’m Stefan, Alicia’s uncle.” 
 
    Luka got silent for a second, considering that answer. Alicia’s uncle was Elsa’s boyfriend? No, that couldn’t be possible. He should find out more about it. Although… why did he care? They were just friends, more like acquaintances, really. He liked Elsa a lot, but that wasn’t enough to pry on her life. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” was all he could say after realizing he had been thinking for too long. 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Did you come to see them?” he asked. 
 
    Stefan nodded, faking a smile. “No…” he sighed. “I came on a business trip,” he lied. “The girls don’t know I’m here and I’d rather they didn’t find out. I think they would get angry with me if I don’t go and say hello to them. Besides, they will be back in three days.” 
 
    “Sure, don’t worry. They won’t know it from me.” 
 
    Somehow, that was true. Luka wouldn’t say anything to them, but nobody could vouch for him not telling other people. After all, Elsa did know he was there, and it really pissed him off not being able to yell he had seen them kissing at the hotel door. He was also sure that Alicia had no idea about it. 
 
    After that small conversation, Stefan left. He had to take a plane back home so he could arrive before his sister realized he hadn’t spent the night there. And he couldn’t allow her to know she wasn’t with Chloe either after having had an argument with her. What would she say if she knew? It was clear everything would go to hell the moment he stepped inside her house. He had a hunch. 
 
    They were falling apart again. Stefan was going back home while Elsa was hiding for a long time so she didn’t have to continue lying to her stepsister. She wasn’t good at lying and Alicia was very perceptive, so much that she phoned her “lover” as soon as she was alone to ask him about Luka and Elsa. She could be too nosy, but it was only because she stopped believing her as soon as she started scratching her legs as if she had a rash or something like that. She knew Elsa quite well and knew when she was lying. 
 
    Anyways, she wouldn’t say anything and would pretend that none of it had happened. She just wanted to spend the rest of her holidays in that beautiful city in the best way possible, so having an argument with Elsa wouldn’t make any sense. It wasn’t a good idea. 
 
    And thus how they spent the days, having fun and forgetting about everything else, including the tragic arrival they would have. 
 
    They had dinner with the boys on their last night. Gian and Alicia seemed to be surrounded by magic. The music, the kisses, and all those feelings that were waking up around them were lived with so much intensity, they knew it would be the best night of their lives. 
 
    Elsa, on the other hand, had a great time with Luka, too, although that was over when he asked about Stefan. That ruined the night. 
 
    “I cannot answer that,” she said, getting up to leave the bar. 
 
    “Elsa, I just want to know whether you and Alicia’s uncle are together.” 
 
    She looked at her stepsister, wishing she hadn’t heard what Luka had almost yelled. She pulled at him to get out of the bar so they could talk calmly. She didn’t need to give him any explanation, but she couldn’t avoid doing that. 
 
    “I don’t know why you are saying that I’m with Stefan. Where did you get that idea? I don’t even know how you know him,” she said once they were out of Alicia’s earshot. 
 
    Luka was silent, looking down. It was only for a few seconds, since he couldn’t wait any longer to look at her and tell her he had seen them kissing, which was something quite disgusting to watch taking into account that he had kissed her hours earlier. He couldn’t deny he liked her; more than he thought. He had never got a crush on anybody so quickly and now he felt frazzled. 
 
    “If you two are not together, then why did he come?” Elsa didn’t reply. “I saw you, Elsa… in the hotel door. I’m not going to lecture you because I don’t care what you do with your life…” 
 
    “If you don’t care, then why are you asking so many questions? Yes, we were together and it was the best night of my entire life. What do you want me to tell you, Luka?” she interrupted him. 
 
    He turned around to go back to the bar. 
 
    “I’m sorry I don’t feel for you the same you feel for me. I’m sorry I cannot even be a good friend just because I don’t know you enough as to tell you about my life.” 
 
    “That’s not what bothers me.” 
 
    “What then? Explain it to me, Luka. Tell me what bothers you.” 
 
    Luka smiled while raking his hair with his fingers nervously. He would love to tell her that he didn’t mind who she kissed. It would be great if it were true that he didn’t give a shit. However, he hated the fact that she didn’t mind kissing other guys that weren’t him. He hated believing he had any chance with the girl who had stolen his sleep. Since the first time he had seen her, it was as if his world evolved around her. Life was crappy sometimes. We were never contented with anything. We believed we had everything and when something escaped in between our fingers, we just wanted to stop breathing. 
 
    “It doesn’t make any sense to explain something that won’t affect you at all. I’m just saying that you need to be careful with that relationship… I guess that if Alicia doesn’t know it’s because you are not supposed to be together and, believe me, I know you will suffer when things are done in that way. I have lived it in the first person.” 
 
    With that, he turned around and went back to the bar, where Alicia and Gian were devouring each other’s mouths without thinking about anything else but them. Luka felt jealous. Not because his friend was with Alicia, but because he had something beautiful Elisa and now he was fucked because the girl he liked could only think about that other guy.   
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    They spent the rest of the day eating and drinking, forgetting for a second all the problems that surrounded them. Elsa wanted to be on good terms with Luka, so she asked him to talk again. No matter how much they wanted to ignore the topic, it was impossible.   
 
    They left the bar again, but this time they went for a walk. She told Alicia that they would meet at the hotel and she agreed. Even if she hadn’t agreed, she would go anyways. 
 
    They didn’t say anything while they were walking. They didn’t even glance at each other. They got into a gondola, which made Elsa remember the night Stefan had gifted her, that night when they almost made love, and the same night when Stefan declared his feelings. She was only hours away to see him again and she was eager to go back. The simple fact of knowing that both of them felt the same gave her the strength to fight for him. 
 
    “I hate this silence,” Luka said suddenly. 
 
    “Me too,” she smiled. “Luka, I… I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize, Elsa. It’s just that I am worried about you. You won’t believe me, but this week has been one of the best ones I have had since I came here. My life hasn’t been entirely good, and that’s why I think you are committing a mistake,” he said, rubbing his hands against his legs. 
 
    Luka was nervous and it showed. Elsa guessed that talking about the past wasn’t easy. She was also scared to tell someone about her feelings for that man who made her sigh.  
 
    “I fell in love with my mother’s best friend. She was eleven years my senior, but we had so many encounters that I couldn’t stop thinking about her.” He fell silent for a second and looked at her. Elsa took his hand. “One day, everything got complicated. My mother caught us in bed. That day, my parents threw me out of the house and she got arrested for sex with a minor.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry for what you have gone through, Luka,” she said. “But I don’t think the same will happen to me. Stefan is my stepmother’s brother. We don’t know when this started, but it’s impossible to ignore it. I’m in love with him and I know that Stefan loves me, too. We will fight for it to work.” She said that last part in a whisper, as if she herself couldn’t quite believe it. 
 
    They didn’t talk about the topic again. After promising they would keep each other’s secrets, they started chatting. 
 
    They spent the rest of the time looking at the stars, until Elsa yawned for the first time and Luka walked her to the hotel. Saying goodbye would be the worst part, since Elsa and Alicia were going back home the next day. 
 
    “I will miss you, Elsa,” he declared while hugging her. 
 
    “I will miss you too, Luka. Thanks for everything.” 
 
    “You don’t need to thank me.” He gave her a peck on her cheek. “At least I have your number. I may visit you at some point.” 
 
    “I will be waiting.” 
 
    Elsa entered the hotel and he left, his head down, after seeing her disappear inside the building. After having fallen in love with that woman, he had never felt anything for anybody else. Until he met Elsa. One cannot always have what they want, and he would only have friendship with her. 
 
    Elsa tiptoed inside her room, which was dark, and guessed Alicia was already asleep. She went to the bed and saw her lying there. She thought she had seen her blink, although she wasn’t completely sure. 
 
    “Alicia, are you awake?” Silence. “Oh, come on. I saw you blinking.” 
 
    “Go to bed, Elsa. We have to get up early tomorrow,” she said without looking at her. 
 
    Elsa thought it was weird. While changing into her pajamas, she thought of telling her something to draw her attention. Something was wrong, but… what? 
 
    Not waiting any longer, she got into bed and tried to fall asleep while saying a very dull good night. She was so exhausted that fell asleep immediately. 
 
    In the morning, a deadly silence surrounded them during the trip. They didn’t talk since they left the hotel. Why? Elsa had no idea, but it was clear that something was going on with Alicia. 
 
    She guessed it could be because she had left a boy she really liked behind in Venice. Although she couldn’t rule out she could be angry with her for whatever reason, but why? If Alicia were honest at least, Elsa could apologize. If she had done something to bother her… 
 
    On the other hand, she felt bad for having had that conversation with Luka. A part of her was hurt, since he had behaved like a good friend in that short span of time, and the fact that he knew about her relationship with Stefan made her nervous. However, she knew for sure that Luka wouldn’t rat her out, especially not after he had promised. 
 
    “Your silence is killing me. Can you please tell me what’s going on?” she asked, attracting her attention. 
 
    Alicia stared at her for a couple of seconds and, without answering, she went back to looking in front of her, missing for an instant everything around her. She was very angry but she wouldn’t tell her why. Not until they got back home, and they were almost there. They would land in London in half an hour, where her mother would be waiting for them. 
 
    “Perfect, so that’s your answer. I don’t know what happened for you to stop talking to me… Whatever it is, if I have bothered you, I am sorry. I’m sure it wasn’t my intention to hurt you,” she apologized, afraid to know. 
 
    What if Alicia had learnt that her uncle was in Venice with her? That question kept hammering her mind once and once again. She hoped it wasn’t that. 
 
    “Continue pretending that nothing happened, Elsa. Maybe in that way you will believe it yourself.” 
 
    Alicia said those words as soon as she heard she could unbuckle the seat belt. They have arrived and it was time to go back home. 
 
    Elsa, for a strange reason, was nervous. Her legs were shaking and she didn’t want to imagine what she would find at home. 
 
    After they went to baggage claim in the most total silence, they headed to the exit, where Corina was waiting for them. Alicia ran towards her and hugged her, kissing her. It was a tender image that made Elsa’s heart hurt. She didn’t have her mother, and that pained her. When she approached, Corina kissed her on the cheek as a greeting, although it was a drier way of greeting her than what she was used to. And that only increased her worry and fear. 
 
    “How was the trip? Did you have a good time?” she asked while walking towards the car. 
 
    “As good a time as we could expect,” Alicia said. 
 
    Her attitude was pissing Elsa off. If she wanted to carry on with that attitude, then so be it. She wasn’t going to be running behind her like a puppy because she didn’t think she had done anything wrong. The only thing that was wrong was the thing she couldn’t control, since you cannot control love. It was simply what she felt, and it was making her feel like never before. 
 
    During their car ride, none of them said anything, and that was really freaking her out. 
 
    “Corina, how is my father? I hope we can have dinner together tonight so we can catch up,” she said, forcing her to reply. 
 
    “Of course, Elsa. Besides, we have a very important dinner tonight and you cannot miss it. Finally, everything is falling into place.” 
 
    That statement left her filled with doubts and something told her it wouldn’t be good. She didn’t believe in hunches, but since Alicia had a soured towards Elisa, and after finding Corina in the same kind of mood, she couldn’t help but feel even more nervous. 
 
    “Thank goodness, mom. Everything was going out of control,” Alicia intervened. 
 
    “What the hell are you two talking about? You are making me nervous with so much secrecy. It seems I am the only one who has no idea about anything and it’s pissing me off,” she scoffed, looking blankly out of the car window. 
 
    “Right. Sorry, honey. Stefan has finally set a date for his wedding. He will be married to Chloe in a couple of months.” 
 
    She said all that while looking through the rear mirror, checking Elsa’s reaction, which was a pained and angry gesture. Corina didn’t like seeing her like that because she loved her so much, but it was for the best. It was better to hurt her now than to wait until it was too late, when her father knew all about it and sent her away. Because she knew that would be what he would do. 
 
    Minutes later, they arrived home. Elsa was the first one to get out of the car and ran inside the house, trying to hide in her bedroom for the rest of the day. But she couldn’t do that because, as soon as she entered, she found Stefan going downstairs to the kitchen. They stared at each other and couldn’t say anything; their words were stuck in their throats. 
 
    Carefully, Elsa went upstairs and, when she passed by him, he grabbed her arm so he could explain what had happened, although it wasn’t the best of places or times to do that. 
 
    “Let me explain, please,” he whispered with a beg in his voice. 
 
    “You have nothing to explain.” 
 
    She freed her arm from his grip and gave a glare that showed everything she was feeling at that moment. She continued going upstairs, entered her bedroom, and slammed the door with a bang that echoed all around the house. 
 
    “Fuck!” exclaimed Stefan. “You told me it would be me the one who told her,” he reproached his sister once she entered. 
 
    “Why? Was it going to hurt her less in that way? She is a girl, Stefan, and her heart is broken. Do you think it was easier for me?” 
 
    “I doubt you care about what she feels…” 
 
    “Then you don’t really know me. I have raised that girl together with her mother. She is a daughter to me. How can you doubt that?” she said angrily. 
 
    “Because if you didn’t give a shit about my feelings, how come you care about hers?” 
 
    “This conversation is absurd, Stefan. I don’t want to talk about this again.” 
 
    Corina headed to the kitchen, but her brother followed her before she could go through the door. He wanted to continue talking about the topic. He was tired of having to do whatever the others wanted or expected of him. Why, goddammit? Why couldn’t she simply accept he was in love with that “girl”, as she kept calling her? Maybe it was a crime to love her? Because he loved her with all his fucking heart.  
 
    London. 2015  
 
      
 
    Elsa could feel how her heart getting destroyed, leaving only tiny pieces impossible to put together again. Knowing that he would get married even though he loved her, knowing that he wasn’t going to fight for her love, was destroying her. She was so destroyed that her heart stopped beating with that strength it usually did when he was nearby. Instead, he brushed past by her and not even a sigh escaped from her lips. Nothing.  
 
    Now, lying down on her bed, she allowed herself to cry those tears she had been holding in the car when Corina told her about Stefan’s plans. He hadn’t even been brave enough to tell her himself. Maybe he didn’t love her for real and he was just playing with her. It could be. 
 
    “No.” She got up from her bed. “I know he loves me,” she repeated over and over again, as if she could convince herself to believe it. 
 
    Her homecoming had been a disaster and that destroyed her. She could have stayed in Venice; at least she wouldn’t be suffering in such a horrible manner. 
 
    She dried her tears, filled with hatred she couldn’t feel because there wasn’t room in her chest for such a feeling. Then her door opened and Stefan entered. Elsa froze in the spot and he hugged her before she could react, whispering in her ear how much he loved her and how he felt. 
 
    She refused to look at him. He took advantage of her paralysis to cup her cheeks and wipe her tears. He kissed her with that tenderness that made her knees wobble. Although he was being forced to be with another woman, his heart had already chosen. 
 
    And yes, he was going to marry Chloe, but he wouldn’t do it because he loved Chloe. He would do it so he wouldn’t fuck Elsa’s life up. He’d rather be unhappy for a thousand years than hurt her. He knew what her father would do if he knew about their encounters, about their feelings… so it was better to say goodbye then and go on with their lives just as they had planned. 
 
    “Don’t forget I love you,” he whispered, pulling apart from her softly. 
 
    He looked at her for the last time and left the bedroom, leaving her even more destroyed than she already was. Stefan was killing her without even realizing. The truth was he had killed them both.   
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    London. 2015  
 
      
 
    Feeling and seeing everything was falling apart around her was making her understand what she believed wasn’t even close to the truth. And that was what Elsa was feeling at the moment.  
 
    She needed a change in her life to leave behind the pain that was pressing his chest, leaving her breathless. Stefan was hurting her and he was doing it consciously, but what could he do if they were practically forcing him to get married? There was no way to escape that destiny. Although he hadn’t written his own destiny, it was inevitable.  
 
    [image: ]Then she thought the only way she could feel fine was if she wrote down everything she was feeling inside and hurt her… She took a notebook and a pen out of her drawer and started writing.  
 
      
 
    Every step we take 
 
    Every inexplicable stride 
 
    Every valued moment 
 
    And every incontrollable mistake 
 
    Is away from the moments 
 
    Is repressed without hesitation 
 
    Is lost under time 
 
    That we leave without movement 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tears fell down her cheeks so profusely that they would be able to erase the few freckles that adorned her nose. Everything she had written down was true. It was a matter of time that everything fell into place, and her place wasn’t next to Stefan.  
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    Leaving her in Venice hadn’t been what he had needed and, of course, it wasn’t what he had wanted to do. However, staying there wasn’t the best of choices, especially because his niece was sharing Elisa’s room. He got home after that long trip that had made him feel exhausted and, when he opened the front door, he heard footsteps coming downstairs. It was Corina. She was frowning at him and Stefan noticed immediately she was angry. His sister was too expressive.   
 
    “You arrived at last,” she said dryly. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He headed towards her with the intention of going up to his bedroom. Corina let him pass as if nothing happened, trying to suppress everything she wanted to yell at him at that moment. But she had to be discreet, since her husband was at home and she didn’t want him to know the reason why she was arguing with her beloved brother, who was screwing up a bit more every time. 
 
    “Stefan, I will see you in my office in five minutes,” she requested sharply, forgetting for a moment what she had decided earlier. 
 
    He stared at her, puzzled at the brusque change in her attitude, although he knew that conversation would happen sooner or later. Sometimes it was better to get that out of the way so he could get that weight off his shoulders. 
 
    He nodded speechless and both of them resumed their way. 
 
    Stefan stayed in his room a few minutes, unable to stop thinking about her, about the hours they had spent together, and how much he loved her. He never anticipated feeling so much love for her. Elsa had always been like a niece for him. But he kept repeating to himself once and once again that, if he hadn’t seen her in her underwear, confirming that she wasn’t a girl anymore but a beautiful woman, maybe all that would have never happened. Remembering that moment didn’t help him at all, especially after having shared caresses. 
 
    He started shaking his head like crazy. He would go mad at any moment if he continued like that. He still didn’t know for sure when he had realized it was love what he really felt for her. When did he fall in love? 
 
    Tired of hiding, he left his room and headed to his sister’s office. The door was open, so he entered and closed the door behind him. The click of the door closing interrupted Corina’s thoughts, who lifted her head from her hands. 
 
    “Sit down,” she ordered. 
 
    “Whatever you have to tell me, I can hear it while standing up,” he replied, challenging her. 
 
    “Stefan…” she sighed. “Okay, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    Sensing it would be a long conversation, he pulled a chair and sat reluctantly.  
 
    “Happy now?” he asked. “No, you don’t need to answer. Just tell me at once what you want.” 
 
    Corina lifted an eyebrow, absolutely puzzled and unable to believe her brother’s attitude. They were staring at each other, as if they were fighting a battle he had already lost without even knowing it. At least that’s how she felt. 
 
    “You’ve come back from Venice feeling rather cocky, haven’t you?” He looked at her surprised. “What? You thought I wouldn’t know?” 
 
    “I didn’t…” he stammered. 
 
    “Don’t bother. I don’t want your excuses. Part of me knew you would go there, although I was hoping you wouldn’t.” 
 
    She stood up, walked around the desk, and sat next to him. No matter how much she wanted to see them apart, she couldn’t help but feel sorry for them, since love could be as beautiful as cruel. For them, it was being the latter. 
 
    “Why?” was the only thing she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know where you are going with this, Corina.” 
 
    “Fuck, Stefan. Can’t you understand you cannot be together? She is a girl. Do you think that Leonard is going to allow you to get closer to his little girl?” Stefan tried to interrupt her. “No, don’t say anything you could regret later.” She pinched the bridge of her nose, feeling exhausted. 
 
    “I love her, Corina,” he sobbed. 
 
    His sister got closer and hugged him fondly. She believed him, she knew he was saying the truth, but it was impossible to let them be together. She couldn’t allow that. 
 
    They spent a few minutes in silence and then she toughened her expression again, showing him that the decision was taken and nothing he said could make her change her mind. She had decided there was just one solution: he had to marry Chloe. Obviously, Stefan flatly refused, but she wouldn’t budge; her decision was made. The wedding had to happen. Period. 
 
    Stefan stood up beyond angry and, staring at his sister, pointing a finger at her. 
 
    “No way. You cannot force me to get married. I’m not a little boy.” 
 
    “I wasn’t asking you. You will do it,” she sentenced, punching her desk. 
 
    He couldn’t believe it. His sister couldn’t be doing that to him, especially not after he had confessed his real feelings for Elsa. Yes, she was underage and his brother in law’s daughter. Fuck! Just thinking about it exasperated him, since he would punch himself for being such a son of a bitch. How could he let her enter his heart in such a way? The worst part was that he hadn’t chosen to love her; his heart simply started beating in a frenzy. 
 
    He went to the door, considering their conversation settled, a conversation that, on the other hand, didn’t make any sense. But Corina called him back. 
 
    “I haven’t finished.” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “If you don’t get married, I will tell everything to her father, Stefan. You know what will happen if I do that. Are you sure you want that for her? Are you sure you want to make her father force her to go to live with her grandparents? You know how much Elsa has always hated living in Spain, especially with those people who have only despised her.” 
 
    She was putting him between a rock and a hard place because she knew how much he cared about her. 
 
    “She is underage.” 
 
    “If I have to wait until she is over eighteen to tell Leonard everything myself, I will. But I won’t do what you are telling me to do, Corina. I won’t marry Chloe,” he replied, choking out the words. 
 
    “Stefan, please, take responsibility in your life and continue just how you had planned it. It’s the best. You know it is,” she said, calming down. “I understand you. I understand you have fallen in love with her, but you must know that both of you have different destinies. She wants to study, travel the world. And you…” He snorted. “You want to live in peace and quiet. You want your house, your wife, and your children. What will happen when it is time to settle down and she won’t want to? Have you thought of that?” He shook his head, looking down. “There is your answer, brother. She is not for you and you are not for her. Remember that always.” 
 
    Stefan couldn’t go on talking to his sister because he knew everything she had said was true and he hated it. He went to the door to leave at once, but first he looked at his sister with doubts. 
 
    “How did you know I had gone there?” 
 
    “Alicia.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m… I’m sorry,” he apologized. 
 
    “Don’t apologize, Stefan. Just one last thing.” Stefan turned to her again. “Did you sleep with her?” 
 
    It was quite a personal question and, although he had no secrets with his sister and she had always trusted in him, it bothered him she doubted him like that. He shook his head and left, feeling exhausted. He went to his bedroom again, opened the window, and took a deep breath until his chest hurt for filling it so much with air. 
 
    Hours passed by and his head couldn’t stop replaying everything that Corina had said. Getting married wasn’t the option he would choose, but it was the best one for everybody. He had to do it. He couldn’t understand how he didn’t feel anything for Chloe. The truth was he never felt love for her. He had been lying to himself. His heart would never belong to her, but he would offer it to her on a silver platter so she could put an end to his misery, to the sharp pain that was killing every nerve in his body. 
 
    Sometimes it was better not to wake up. That was the option that would trump any other. If that happened, that fucking clock that run so fast wouldn’t have the opportunity of hurting him more. Sometimes it was better to disappear than to live among accusing glances. Because it wasn’t a crime to love a person younger than you. What did it matter? It was love and that was all. Just love. 
 
    He ended up lying down on his bed, staring at the ceiling. Losing his head for a second, he sighed through every memory: painful, entertaining, loving… mixed feelings. Love. It was love.  
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    Glances. Their eyes couldn’t separate. They had spent so long without seeing each other, without being aware of that love they had buried although it was always there, waiting for its turn. Sighs. Both of them sighed with the same purpose.  
 
    He knew they would see each other again, since going to Alicia and Gian’s wedding would be like going back to the past. But that wasn’t the worst part, since the real surprise for him was her being maid of honor and him best man, although that hadn’t been a surprise for her. 
 
    They would try to carry through, to enjoy the wedding somehow, although it was too complicated, especially because Corina and Alicia, who knew their story, were watching them from their spots as if they were waiting for some sort of approach. What nonsense. How could he get close to her when it was him who left her? Now he would love to take that back. Obviously, it was another mistake, since they could never go back to that time.   
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    London. 2015  
 
      
 
    Night fell and, with it, the dinner to announce the wedding between Chloe and Stefan. How was Elsa going to face those two people when one of them had been kissing her hours earlier? It was impossible to hide her disapproving expression, her hateful stare… It would be unlikely they couldn’t hear her wild heartbeat for his close proximity without being able to kiss him.   
 
    Elsa was in her bedroom, lying down in bed, thinking of him because he was the only thing on her mind. A knock on her door woke her up from her reverie. She got up nervously and approached the door. And even though she was dying to open and check if it was Stefan, she’d rather it wasn’t him. Her hands started shaking, same as her legs. 
 
    “Elsa, sweetie, are you there?” It was her father’s voice from the other side of the door. 
 
    Sighing while looking down, she opened and let him in. Leonard hugged her lovingly. They hadn’t seen each other since she came back because he had been working. They had a lot to talk about. 
 
    A part of her was telling her to confide in her father and tell him everything. Maybe that would be a great idea and, thus, she would stop the wedding. But another part of her, the one who was scared of his reaction, preferred to stay silent. They walked towards the bed and sat down. 
 
    “Sweetie, you are very quiet. What’s wrong?” Elsa shrugged. “Wow, it seems you wanted to stay in Venice,” he smiled, caressing her cheek. 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “It’s nothing, dad. It’s just that Stefan’s wedding took me by surprise. It’s not that I don’t want him to get married, because I don’t care what he does with his life, but… I think he is still young to…” 
 
    “Elsa, Elsa,” he interrupted her. “I know what you feel for him.” Elsa turned pale instantly. “I mean, you like him a lot and you probably don’t like Chloe, but she is a good woman who will make him happy.” 
 
    She exhaled all the air she didn’t know she had been holding. She almost had a heart attack when she thought that her father knew everything. It was so risky. She didn’t even dare to speak because she knew her voice would be shaky. 
 
    Her father respected her silence for a few minutes, but then hugged her again. He knew there was something going on with his daughter, but he couldn’t imagine, not even in his wildest dreams, that her daughter was feeling down because she was in love with his brother in law, that man he knew and who had seen Elsa grow up. What would happen if he knew? It was a question she couldn’t answer. 
 
    “Okay then. I’ll leave you alone so you can rest.” Leonard got up. “But don’t be long. Dinner is almost ready and everything is ready to go.” 
 
    Elsa nodded and he left the bedroom, leaving her alone, forlorn, pissed off, and every other bad feeling known to humankind. She rose to her feet and grabbed her notebook. She needed to pour on that blank page what she couldn’t scream, wishing to vent and let go of all the tension that was killing her before she had to go downstairs. Facing all of them wouldn’t be easy.  
 
      
 
    The idea of living without him hurts my soul. 
 
    The night I slept without him destroyed my dream. 
 
    The fight I started for him wasn’t worth the effort. 
 
    Later dreams ask for punishment.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Stupid tears spilled from her eyes as forcefully as she was writing. She wiped them, feeling angry with herself for being so weak and allowing that man to make her feel like that. She had to forget Stefan and accept that everything had been a figment of her imagination, instead of the big love she had thought. 
 
    Tired of being alone in her bedroom, she got up, bracing herself or, at least, trying to feel strong. 
 
    She went downstairs thinking she had done the most difficult part: leaving her bedroom. The rest would be a piece of cake. When she got to the foyer, someone was coming into the house. When she saw their joined hands, she stopped breathing. 
 
    Their eyes locked in a matter of seconds, the same seconds they used to avoid each other and play cool. Chloe was there and she could realize something was off, if she hadn’t realized it yet. 
 
    “Hi, Elsa. I’m glad to see you,” Chloe greeted her, giving her a peck in her cheek. 
 
    “Same,” she replied dryly, although she tried not to sound like that. 
 
    “How are you? I heard you and Alicia went on a trip to Venice. Is it as beautiful as in the pictures?” she said kindly, trying to make conversation. 
 
    “It’s a lot more beautiful, for sure.” 
 
    Stefan swallowed hard every couple of seconds while they chatted normally. He was very nervous, especially because Elsa would be sitting in front of him at the table while the memories of their night in Venice tortured him… Because he couldn’t forget the kisses, the caresses, and the feeling he experienced after feeling her skin to skin, even though they hadn’t made love. 
 
    They headed to the dining room. The table was ready, waiting for them to sit down. Corina, Leonard, and Alicia were already sitting at it. When they saw them entering together, they stood up quickly. 
 
    Alicia looked at Elsa sheepishly, since she had been the snitch who couldn’t keep her mouth closed. If she hadn’t said anything, nobody would be forcing her uncle to get married to a woman he didn’t love. But of course, she didn’t care. Her only task was to keep him apart from Elsa, even if she were hurting both of them in the process. 
 
    “Finally. You’ve taken your sweet time,” Corina expressed, walking towards her sister in law to greet her. 
 
    Stefan walked to his chair and sat down quietly, making Leonard confused. He didn’t know what was wrong with him, but it was obvious he wasn’t very happy about the wedding. It was more than obvious it felt like a chore to him. He wanted to get married, but not with Chloe and not at that moment. Stefan believed that every action needed the right moment, and that one hadn’t arrived yet. 
 
    “Uncle, are you okay?” Alicia enquired, looking worried. 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Why wouldn’t I be fine?” he asked dryly. 
 
    “Stefan, can we talk for a moment?” Leonard asked. 
 
    As soon as his brother in law started talking, he got instantly anxious. Maybe he knew? Stefan didn’t want to think much about it, let alone torture himself for something he wasn’t sure about. It couldn’t be. If Leonard had known, he would have yelled at him or punched him. 
 
    He nodded, getting up at the same time that Elsa took a seat across the table from him. They looked at each other for an instant, and Stefan disappeared in the kitchen with her father. 
 
    Alicia and Elsa were practically alone, since Corina and Chloe were talking animatedly in a corner of the room. 
 
    “Thank you for fucking up our lives, Ali,” Elsa muttered, looking at her with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “It was for the better. You will thank me one day.” 
 
    Those words made Elsa turn to look at her with censure while Alicia continued staring in front of her as if nothing was going on. She didn’t care her stepsister was pissed off. She thought she would get over it soon, right when she found a new distraction. Alicia was convinced that her uncle was nothing but an entertainment for Elsa. 
 
    Elsa grabbed her arm, forcing her to look at her in the eyes. She deserved that at least. She hadn’t committed any crime. Falling in love for an older man wasn’t a crime, especially if both of them felt the same. 
 
    While they fought with their eyes, Stefan and Leonard were talking in the kitchen. Well, Leonard was talking and Stefan didn’t do any other thing but nod. The truth was that Stefan didn’t want to talk because he knew he wouldn’t last longer without spilling the beans himself. Likely, his brother in law would be unable to understand him. 
 
    “Are you listening, Stefan?” 
 
    Stefan looked at him and nodded, although he wasn’t really listening. 
 
    “If you don’t want to get married, don’t do it. You don’t have to be with a person you don’t love.” 
 
    “Why are you saying that?” he asked confused. 
 
    “Because I can see you are suffering,” he snorted angrily. “Look, Stefan, I know what I’m talking about and I think if you don’t love Chloe, you’d better cancel the whole thing. Think about it, but don’t take long because she doesn’t deserve to be hurt.” 
 
    He nodded once more while Leonard left the kitchen, leaving him alone. His head started spinning with everything his brother in law had said. If Leonard, who didn’t know the truth, had told him not to get married, why would he do it? He shouldn’t obey his sister, mainly because she also had her own secrets. And her daughter wouldn’t be thrilled to know those secrets. 
 
    Stefan wasn’t a person who liked blackmailing others, but his sister had blackmailed him just because he fell in love with the wrong girl. 
 
    He had to think and clear his ideas before he got married, before he joined his life to a woman he didn’t love. Before… 
 
    His mind went blank the moment she entered the kitchen and stayed in a corner, staring at him. They were alone, although not completely, and that was a great incentive not to get any closer. 
 
    “My father told me to come and talk to you. He said your feelings for Chloe are not clear. Is that true? You don’t know what you feel for her?” Elsa said all that without thinking, because if she had thought it through, she was sure she wouldn’t have talked. 
 
    “You know what I feel.” 
 
    “You don’t show it. Moreover, you seem happy with this decision. Maybe it’s true that you want to get married to her after all…” 
 
    He approached her, not caring if they got discovered. Maybe Leonard would find them. He hugged her against his chest, pushing her deeply inside his soul, although she had never left that spot. 
 
    Elsa was shaking like a leaf and felt she was falling in a vacuum. 
 
    “Never again doubt what I feel for you, Elsa,” he whispered in her ear, provoking an array of feelings to explode in her chest, forcing her to open her mouth to inhale. She was feeling quite breathless. “I will wait for you in the basement tonight.” 
 
    Not giving her any moment to reply, he pulled apart from her and got out of the kitchen. 
 
    He wasn’t sure of what he was doing. She wasn’t sure of what would happen. Both of them were crazy… They both wished for darkness to fall over the house so nobody could see them. They loved each other so much that their lips longed to be together, showing thus that nothing would change and, if they really tried, their  history would have a different ending.  
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    Jealousy. Elsa felt that when she saw Chloe hugging him. He let her do that, although he never stopped looking at Elsa.   
 
    Fear. She was so scared to lose that thread of hope he had shown when he asked her to meet in the basement. She feared it could possibly be a real goodbye, and not what Stefan pulled off when he came back from his trip. It could be guilt forcing him to act in that way instead of the love he felt for her. It could be the desire she felt, the one that was growing and getting stronger. 
 
    Her chest went up and down so forcefully that she would need oxygen soon. Her heart was beating too strongly and she feared having to go the hospital with a heart attack. 
 
    No. Definitely, she would have to wait until everybody was tired and went to sleep, so she could run into his arms before reality hit her in the face again.   
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    Dinner was quite the ordeal. Alicia’s accusatory glances were harder and harder, and she was sure her father had noticed the change of attitude between them. They had always been very close and, supposedly, the trip should have made them feel even closer. But it did quite the contrary.   
 
    Around eleven o’clock, they were in the living room. The “grown ups” were sipping wine while Elsa was sitting in a corner, looking out of the window like a little girl who waited for her parents to be tired so they could went to bed. That was how everybody was making her feel. Everybody, including Stefan. But of course she couldn’t get too close to him because his sister was keeping an eye on his every movement and every gesture dedicated to Elsa. It wasn’t easy to live like that, and they both knew everything would blow in their faces after a while. 
 
    “Bored?” 
 
    A voice at her right woke her up from her daydreaming. She looked up to see who it was, and she got surprised to see it was Chloe. 
 
    “Can I sit down?” She pointed at the chair next to hers. Elsa nodded, unable to speak. 
 
    They had always been nice to each other, since she wasn’t a bad person even if she didn’t like her for Stefan. 
 
    A few seconds in silence were enough for Chloe to realize her relationship with Elsa was over, and it was impossible to fix it. She knew how important that teenager was for her fiancé; too important to her liking. 
 
    “Are you okay? I haven’t seen you smile the whole evening,” she mentioned, having a sip of her drink under Elsa’s watchful glance. 
 
    “I’m just tired. I was thinking of going to sleep now,” she said. “You know, I’m not old enough to have fun with the adults, and you will have more fun without little girls around.” 
 
    Her sarcasm was too annoying and, at that moment, it was even more so. Chloe wasn’t stupid and knew exactly that Elsa’s mood swings had to do with her wedding. Now she had to find out what was behind all that. She pondered for a second if the truth was that Elsa was in love with Stefan. And then, did Stefan feel the same? It could be the reason why he cancelled their engagement previously. 
 
    “Of course. I won’t keep you up. I understand you don’t have fun with us. I hope you are already over eighteen by the time of our wedding, so you can have a better time.” 
 
    Chloe didn’t want to say that, but she did it anyways to see how Elsa would react. Elsa showed a fake smile while standing up and, leaving her hanging, she headed to the center of the living room, where everybody was talking animatedly. 
 
    “Are you going to bed, honey?” Corina asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’m too young to understand what you are talking about. Besides, I should go to bed soon, like a little girl.” 
 
    Corina looked at her with wide eyes, lifting an eyebrow. 
 
    Elsa turned around without waiting for anybody’s reply and headed to the stairs. 
 
    “Elsa, wait!” 
 
    His voice… He had followed her, worried and angry. 
 
    “Stefan, leave her alone,” Chloe intervened, pissed off because she had less and less doubts about Stefan’s feelings. 
 
    “No, she is right. We have behaved like total assholes and she felt excluded. She is not a girl anymore, for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    Alicia and Corina exchanged a glance and looked down sheepishly. They were ashamed. They knew Stefan was right. 
 
    “It’s true. Elsa is seventeen and we shouldn’t treat her as if she were thirteen,” Leonard stated, admitting that Stefan was right. “Go and talk to her, Stefan. She would listen to no one but you.” 
 
    Stefan nodded and turned around to go upstairs. 
 
    Elsa slammed her door closed when she got to her bedroom. She didn’t want to see anybody at that moment, and she didn’t want to see Stefan. The atmosphere was too tense as to face him right then. 
 
    She walked to her bathroom and started getting undressed so she could take a relaxing shower. While she was under the warm stream of water, lots of nonsensical ideas filled her mind. One of them was running away without looking back so she could live her life in a place away from him. Seeing him on a daily basis was a torture she wouldn’t be able to handle over time. She knew that everybody would know about them sooner or later and it would be the end of a happy family who didn’t seem to have any secrets. They were all wrong, even her father. He was the one who knew the least about the situation, although it was safer to say he didn’t know anything at all. If he had any suspicions, he wouldn’t have asked Stefan to go after his daughter. 
 
    She got out of the shower. She covered her body with a tiny towel, since she couldn’t find a different one. She then left the bathroom with her hair dripping wet and her body practically naked. Then she felt burning in an instant, turning into hot lava after receiving his roaming look all over her body. 
 
    “What are you doing here? Nobody ever told you that you have to knock before entering a room? Because of that annoying habit of yours we are in this situation. If you hadn’t entered my room that morning, none of this…” 
 
    He approached her and, after cupping her cheeks, kissed her with that powerful desire he was having trouble to control it. He couldn’t wait any longer. He needed her. She needed him. 
 
    He couldn’t stop. That mouth of hers made him crazy. Those lips were making him lose sight of his life’s purpose. 
 
    His hands descended from his cheeks to her hips, where he squeezed her slowly, making himself moan because she drove him crazy. If he thought he would go mad when he heard her moan, then he was absolutely crazy. Overall, he was fucked. 
 
    “We can’t. Not here,” she muttered, unable to pull apart from him. 
 
    Stefan had slipped his hands inside her towel, touching that soft skin he loved so much. He was dying to kiss her and touch her with care and time, using all the time in the world. So what happened when time was an obstacle between them? 
 
    “I need you, Elsa… I love you,” he said, stunned, making a huge effort not to kiss her again. 
 
    He was forbidding his mind to host any thought leading him to lose his head completely and make love to her right there, not caring about the consequences of his acts. 
 
    And those acts were the ones leading him to an abyss he wouldn’t be able to escape. If it was dangerous that Corina and Alicia knew about them, now Chloe knew too, her suspicions confirmed. She knew eavesdropping behind Elsa’s door hadn’t been a good idea, and her heart was aware of that. 
 
    But she wouldn’t say anything. She wasn’t ready to lose the man she loved, let alone for a whim, because she was sure that was what Stefan felt for Elsa. Although that didn’t mean she didn’t feel repulsed when she heard them. Tired and feeling like crap, she turned around and stomped going downstairs, so they would realize there was someone nearby. She wasn’t sure whether she had done it so they would stop doing what they were doing, or to warn them so nobody would catch them. 
 
    When she got downstairs, she left the house without saying goodbye. She didn’t feel like partying, and her tears were so visible that everybody would notice them and she would have to explain herself. 
 
    Elsa and Stefan, after hearing the footsteps, pulled apart immediately and then they could breathe normally. She went to the window. 
 
    “I think it was Chloe,” Elsa mentioned, turning to him again. “She just left.” 
 
    “Good. In that way she will call the wedding off.” 
 
    “If you don’t want to marry her, why are you doing it? You mustn’t let anybody manipulate you,” she said, grabbing a pair of shorts from her desk chair and putting them on in front of him. 
 
    She also grabbed a t-shirt and looked at Stefan with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Can you turn around, please?” 
 
    “Oh, come on. I have already seen you.” Elsa made a spinning gesture with her index finger. “Okay then,” he said with a smile that made him look younger. 
 
    It had been too long since the last time she had seen him smiling. That smile repaired the piece of her heart that had broken when she knew he was going to get married. 
 
    She removed the towel and put on the t-shirt after drying herself off. When she finished, she went to the bathroom in search of a dry towel to dry her hair, which was still dripping wet. When she came out, Stefan was still giving her his back, so Elsa could look at him at will. She hugged him from behind, making him shiver. Stefan covered her hands with his and lifted them so he could kiss her knuckles. He was dying to kiss her again, so he turned around to do what he really needed. 
 
    He kissed her with so much love that stupid tears filled her eyes. 
 
    It was so nice to feel such a strong love that she was afraid to lose it. Elsa couldn’t stop thinking about getting away so she wouldn’t hurt anyone. But maybe they loved each other so much that distance would shake with fear. Because that was what they needed, they needed to get away from each other so they could forget about the other. Moving on to the next stage of their lives without fear to be discovered for having fallen in love with the wrong person. Because fear was a horrible feeling that could make you drown, and that love was so big that didn’t deserve to be hurt by fear.  
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    Maybe living without him was the solution? She had kicked him out of her life just like that. She would regret it for good. But nothing she could do or think would make him come back. Time couldn’t go back so they wouldn’t commit the same mistakes. Time was something that kept moving forward, caring very little about what got lost in the way or got destroyed during the fight. 
 
    Sitting at the desk in her bedroom the night before starting college and moving out, as she so wanted to do, she started to write. It was a habit she had acquired some time ago when she felt blocked or cornered. It was the only way for her to pour the feelings bottling up in her chest, leaving her breathless. Lately, that happened to her a lot. Mainly since he wasn’t there.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I wish one day you look back without feeling sorry for leaving something unfinished 
 
    I wish your next step makes you live truly  
 
    I wish you can look ahead without fearing to fail 
 
    I wish your world keep on breathing.  
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    Stefan paced his room, lost in his thoughts. Everything was starting to fall apart and it would drag them down.   
 
    Now Chloe knew it too; she had told him in a text message, including a few choice words she couldn’t avoid adding. His soul bled for having hurt a woman who gave him all her love, everything about her. The problem was that what Chloe gave him wasn’t enough. Elsa had shown him that. 
 
    Chloe was asking him to stop, but he couldn’t do it. How did one do that? It was impossible when Elsa had burrowed her way so deeply inside his heart. If she had been able to make him forget everything going on around him, then she would manage to make him lose his mind. 
 
    He needed her the most at that moment. He was looking forward to everybody going to sleep, so he could escape to the basement and hide in her arms. Elsa was feeling anxious for the same reason. They were so connected that it would be quite difficult to get away from the other. 
 
    At two in the morning, tired of waiting, he left his bedroom with the clear intention of doing what he most wanted. He walked slowly so nobody could hear there was someone in the hallway. It was the only way of meeting. 
 
    When he arrived to the basement, he was surprised to see Elsa was already waiting for him, sitting on the old sofa. She was staring in front of her while he approached to her stealthily. He didn’t want to bother her; he just wanted to watch her. But she felt his presence before he could get to her and turned her head. After seeing him, their eyes locked, entering a different world to the one they lived in. Hidden under that blue iris that provoked storms. 
 
    “Hi,” he muttered, sitting next to her. 
 
    “Hi,” she replied, staring in front again. 
 
    They had gone through a lot of things together, and yet, they found extremely difficult to behave normal when being in private. They knew the moment one of them took the first step, it would be mayhem and they would lose control. 
 
    “Chloe knows,” he said all of a sudden, making Elsa feel nervous. “I don’t know what she will do now…” 
 
    “Is the wedding still going to happen?” she interrupted, asking him the only thing that was really important to her. 
 
    “That’s not the important thing right now, Elsa. If your father knew…” Stefan sighed. “I don’t know what he would do to you.” 
 
    “He won’t do anything to me, Stefan. At most, he would ground me as if I were a little girl, because that’s what I am in the end.” 
 
    For an instant, their conversation was going the wrong path. The topic of her age was something that worried her too much. She was in love with a man who was eight years her senior, and that made her feel inferior to the rest of the women who had been involved with Stefan. Because she thought she would never be enough woman for him and that, as much as she tried to deny it, was what hurt her the most. 
 
    “I don’t consider you as a little girl, Elsa. And of course I don’t care about our age difference,” he explained, remembering for a second his own thoughts when everything started. 
 
    If they looked back, they would remember how Stefan had thought the same as the rest at the beginning, but his feelings existed, they were there, hibernating, waiting for him to open his eyes and accept that love. 
 
    “But I am, and that’s something that will never change.” Elsa got up. “Stefan.” She pronounced his name in a whisper he could hardly hear. “I love you more than my own life and I think I will never feel this love for anybody else, but…” 
 
    “Don’t say that now, Elsa. Not when we love each other so much. Not when the only thing I need is to have you in my arms, kissing you for hours, days… for my whole fucking life. Do you understand? I won’t let anything or anybody to pull us apart.” 
 
    He hugged her tenderly, kissing her softly, and an involuntary moan escaped from her throat when Stefan’s tongue entered her mouth. That unleashed all the craziness and made him wish to see her naked body so he could caress every corner of her slim body. Elsa wasn’t short, so her legs were a mile long and he longed to kiss her slowly, enjoying her skin. 
 
    On the sofa, she was trapped by his body while their hands travelled all over their skins, taking off every clothing item as if they were about to burn. It was exactly that somehow. 
 
    “Make me yours, Stefan. Do it at once,” she begged. 
 
    He stared into her eyes, afraid of how much hurt he could inflict on her. Elsa was so wonderful and important to him that it was no wonder he felt as if it was his first time as well. What he wished the most was making love to her. And he couldn’t even dream with that moment because he couldn’t conceive that a girl like her could ever notice him. 
 
    He didn’t answer. Then Elsa took control of the situation and kissed his lips with passion, teasing him, looking for the man who desired her body, the man who looked for the way not to drown in his own life full of lies. She wanted the same thing. She wanted to save herself from that whirlwind that dragged her down even more. If he were the first one, nothing else would matter. She let herself go to be fully absorbed by his lips, his hands, under his naked and warm body. Both of them were naked already, fully exposed. 
 
    After rolling a condom over his length, he entered her slowly while his lips kissed as many parts of her body as he could. Stefan kissed her lips and kept descending down her chin, lingering in her neck. 
 
    “I love you, Elsa,” he declared while taking possession of her body, since her soul already belonged to him. 
 
    Stefan made love to her slowly and with all his heart. He was giving her everything he hid inside him at that moment. 
 
    Hours passed by at such a speed that made it impossible to escape. As usual, they had to blame time for pulling them apart until their next meeting. It was clear that, from that moment on, they wouldn’t miss any chance of feeling each other’s skins. Such a strong love shouldn’t be destroyed. With that thought, Elsa fell asleep in his arms. 
 
    At five in the morning it was time to pop the bubble they had created hours earlier while their love was the protagonist, while their bodies joined to form a perfect puzzle, while the way they adored each other was so strong it was practically impossible to forget. 
 
    “Elsa, Elsa,” he called while caressing her cheek fondly. 
 
    He still couldn’t believe he had sleep with her. Everything was so surreal, so crazy. He was crazy. 
 
    Elsa stirred and opened her eyes at the same time. She had trouble to focus her eyes because it was still the middle of the night and the basement was quite dark after the candles Stefan had lit up were blown out. 
 
    “What time is it?” she asked sleepily. 
 
    Stefan was looking at her lovingly, because she was still beautiful even after having just woken up. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Elsa got worried. 
 
    “Nothing. It’s just that…” He sighed. “I still can’t believe you are here. I can’t believe you are mine.” He kissed her lips sweetly, so sweetly that he was becoming an addict. 
 
    “I can’t believe it either, Stefan.” 
 
    They joined their lips again, but this time they turned it into something hotter and more intense. Nothing mattered now, not when their bodies had joined, falling in love so wildly that it was impossible to separate them. It was now when the fear to lose what they had took control of that bubble, bursting before them. 
 
    “I have to go back to my bedroom before someone goes there and doesn’t find me,” she claimed, forcing herself to get away from him. 
 
    She got up from the old sofa and started to get dressed under his close gaze. She felt a bit embarrassed and turned around so she didn’t have to see the way Stefan was looking at her, making her feel hot. 
 
    When she finished, she turned again and gave him a kiss before leaving. 
 
    “When can we meet again?” he inquired in a begging voice. 
 
    “Same time tomorrow.” 
 
    After a kiss that made her feel better, she left the basement so stealthily that she seemed to levitate more than walk. 
 
    That was how they started having those meetings, so full of love and passion they felt like they were living in a dream. Nobody else talked about the wedding and Chloe didn’t get in touch with him. Everything was going great. They just had to wait until Elsa’s birthday, when she would reach her legal age. But they still had to wait seven months for that to happen. Before that, it was Stefan’s birthday. Twenty-five years old that separated him even more from her. He hated more and more the time that was taking over their lives and their love. 
 
    They would soon resume their studies, so they would have less time to see each other, but it didn’t matter when their desire was always there. They couldn’t ignore the fact that desire and love was stronger every day. They couldn’t stop meeting and devouring each other’s lips every moment they were alone. Regardless of how difficult their relationship was, they would fight for it.  
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    While Alicia and Gian expressed their vows, Elsa and Stefan couldn’t stop staring at each other. When Luka, Elsa’s boyfriend, arrived, they couldn’t stop looking at each other in the same way. Because when they were in the same place, the connection between them was more powerful than any other thing. Nobody else existed. Nobody else was in the church… just Elsa and Stefan, just their love that had woken up from its lethargy without them noticing it. Or maybe it had never been in dormant mode? It was always there, waiting for the moment to bring it forth again.   
 
    Now everything was different. Elsa was older and they wouldn’t have to hide. And even so, he was afraid she would reject him again. What if she did that once more? He wouldn’t be able to bear it when he loved her so much. All those years without her had been the worst ones in his whole existence. Because he couldn’t forget such a love overnight. Because her stare was showing him that she felt the same.  
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    Time went by as if nothing had happened. Elsa went back to her classes and she had a feeling her last year at school would be really hard. But not even the fact of being overwhelmed by her studies would make her get away from him.   
 
    It was true that Corina tried everything to convince her brother to find Chloe and ask for her forgiveness. Stefan didn’t do it. He couldn’t lie to himself by showing love to a person who was the wrong one. Corina simply made him swear he wasn’t dating Elsa, he wasn’t seeing her, and Corina believed him even if it sounded stupid. 
 
    So everything was good. Trust and skill was all they needed, and they managed to do it. Now all they had to do was talk to Elsa’s father so they wouldn’t need to hide any longer. So they could walk hand in hand in the streets without having to worry whether a friend of the family would see them and tell her father. It was quite stressful, really. 
 
    “Elsa, sweetie, are you there?” sounded her father’s voice. 
 
    She was in the bathroom, getting ready for her first day of class. It was weird for her father to be in the house at that time, since he was a busy man and always left the house very early in the morning. 
 
    “Yes, I’m coming!” she yelled, buttoning the last button of her shirt. 
 
    Elsa got out of her bathroom and found her father sitting at her desk, reading the poems she had written in a notebook. Wide-eyed, she ran to him and snatched the notebook back, feeling scared. Although she didn’t mention a name in particular, it was easy to see that she was in love. 
 
    “Hey, I was reading it!” Leonard exclaimed, jumping to his feet. 
 
    “Didn’t anybody tell you that you cannot read what doesn’t belong to you? Dad, you are a busybody,” she complained, closing the notebook and putting it under her pillow. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I saw it by chance and I realized it was your handwriting, so I couldn’t help but read it. Are you in love, Elsa? Who is the lucky guy? Do I know him?” 
 
    “Too many questions, dad,” she replied, noticing how her cheeks started burning while thinking of Stefan. 
 
    If her father knew, he would kill her. 
 
    “No, dad, I’m not in love.” 
 
    “So how do you explain all that?” he said, pointing at the notebook. 
 
    “Dad,” Elsa sighed, massaging her temples. “Those are only meaningless words. Don’t think there is more than what it is.” 
 
    Her father shrugged, feeling indifferent. Elsa raised an eyebrow. She knew her father quite well and she knew he wouldn’t let it go. 
 
    “By the way, what are you still doing at home?” she asked, getting out of the bedroom after grabbing her bag. 
 
    “I took the day off so I could spend it with Corina. It’s our anniversary today. Remember?” Elsa shook her head. “Well, I want to spend the whole day out of the house. Wish me luck.” 
 
    Elsa started laughing, knowing it was a lost cause, because Corina would never leave her job for so many hours in a row. After wishing her father all the luck in the world, she went downstairs as soon as he entered his wife’s office. 
 
    In the kitchen, she poured herself a glass of orange juice and took small sips. It was too sour. 
 
    “I wonder who did this juice,” she asked to the air. 
 
    “I did,” Stefan replied, entering the kitchen. 
 
    Immediately, a smile appeared in her lips while she blushed. After all the time they had been together, she couldn’t get used to feeling him being hers. 
 
    Her legs started shaking and he was fully aware of everything he made her feel. He approached her slowly and, after giving her a kiss in a corner of her mouth, he served some juice for himself too.  
 
    “How did you sleep? You look beautiful.” 
 
    “Shh, they will hear you.” 
 
    “Who? There is nobody here. Just you and me.” 
 
    She shook her head with a big smile. 
 
    “My father and Corina are upstairs. And I’m sure Alicia is still in the house.” 
 
    Stefan opened his eyes with surprise after knowing his brother-in-law and his sister were still at home. Normally, they were already swamped in their respective jobs by that time, since their jobs were quite time-consuming. 
 
    He had to go to work too, but he had taken the day off so he could give Elsa a ride to her high school. 
 
    Stefan worked in the Human Resources department in a telecommunications company. He got the job after having done an internship there. Although it wasn’t the kind of company where he aspired to work one day, it allowed him to earn enough money as to save and buy a house to live with Elsa. That was his plan; he just had to execute it. 
 
    “Then we don’t have much time before they all come in here,” Stefan said, getting closer to her and kissing her lips. 
 
    Elsa smiled, feeling the corners of her lips curve up while enjoying that kiss. Stefan pulled her against his body. Even if it was for a split second, he didn’t want to fear being discovered. He wanted to believe they could do it without caring about the consequences. 
 
    When they pulled apart, they stared into the other’s eyes and sighed in unison. And right at that moment, when they supposed nobody would catch them, Alicia stopped in her tracks, watching the evidence of their lies. They had taken her for stupid, denying they had what it was more than obvious they had. So they were still together despite having sworn they weren’t. 
 
    “I’ll wait for you in the basement tonight at the same time as usual,” Stefan muttered, getting away from her unwillingly. 
 
    Alicia couldn’t do more than turn around and leave. She wouldn’t do well that day at the university, since she wouldn’t be able to stop thinking about what she had seen. 
 
    Elsa received a last kiss before feeling her lips empty again, and she watched Stefan leave. 
 
    The day passed by uneventfully. Going back to routine hadn’t been so bad. Elsa had a million things to do and it had just been her first day, but since it was her last year before going to the university, she couldn’t expect to go back home without having four papers to write for the next few weeks. 
 
    She spent the whole afternoon in her bedroom and, in the evening, she went downstairs to have dinner with her family. 
 
    “How was your first day, honey?” her father asked. 
 
    “Fine…” She lowered her head with a sigh. “Stressful.” 
 
    Her father smiled while the others started arriving to sit down and start having dinner. Having dinner all together was practically a tradition, and Leonard was proud of that. As soon as Elsa started studying at the university, she would move away from home and that would separate him from his daughter forever. 
 
    While Corina and her father were talking in a lively way, Stefan and Elsa were looking at each other every time they could, just a quick glance, since Alicia was paying attention to their every movement and was making them nervous. 
 
    When they finished eating and they cleaned up the table, everybody headed to their own bedrooms to enjoy a bit of privacy, and some peace and quiet. About two in the morning, when everybody was already sleeping, Elsa and Stefan headed to the basement. Although they didn’t go there together, they arrived at the same time. They were going to start talking when, after entering, they noticed the tiny fairy lights Stefan had installed to make the place look more romantic and cozy were on. A silhouette sitting on the sofa was waiting for them, one leg swinging tirelessly. 
 
    As soon as she heard them, Alicia stood up and glared at them, leaving them completely paralyzed. 
 
    “Alicia,” Elsa said in an almost inaudible whisper. 
 
    “Yes, Elsa.” She shook her head looking down, because she couldn’t look them in the eyes. “I can’t believe you two have been playing us all this time.” 
 
    “Ali,” Stefan intervened. 
 
    “No, uncle. Don’t Ali me,” she snorted angrily. “I’m very disappointed in you two. I thought you had reconsidered the situation. Both of you know this cannot be.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why it cannot be. Is it that our love is a forbidden one? Yes, he is eight years older than me, but…” 
 
    Elsa’s voice sounded strangled, bitter, but not even that would make Alicia accept their relationship. 
 
    “You don’t understand, Elsa. It’s not just the age difference, for fuck’s sake. You are almost family. I cannot believe it! Uncle Stefan,” she addressed him, staring at him. “You’ve seen her grow, you knew her mother… she was a little girl the first time you saw her. Have you already forgotten?” 
 
    “No, I cannot forget it.” 
 
    “And you, Elsa. How many of my uncle’s girlfriends have you met?” She didn’t reply. “Do you think your father will accept this?” she pointed at them. 
 
    No, he wasn’t going to accept it, but that wasn’t a reason to leave her feelings aside. Why did everything have to be so difficult? They just wanted to be together, loving each other without problems, without hiding. It was obvious that was something that would never happen, not unless Alicia kept her mouth shut and wouldn’t rat them out. 
 
    “Of course he won’t accept it. In the same way as my mother and I cannot see you together, he won’t be able to do it. It would be better if you put an end to this and go on with your respective lives. I’m asking you for the sake of the family.” 
 
    Alicia was suffering. Just like them, she also had a heart and knew how much love could hurt, but it wasn’t enough reason to accept something that had an expiration date. Her motto was Love is a disease and the best solution is to extirpate it before it is too late. That was what she was trying to do with them, since it was better to prevent than cure. 
 
    “What if I don’t want to?” Elsa said when her words finally found enough courage as to get out. 
 
    “I will tell your father and he will be the one who will put an end to this madness.” Elsa looked at her compassionately. “Look, Elsa, I don’t want you to suffer, but you know this won’t end well. Both of you know.” 
 
    After that conversation when Alicia destroyed Elsa’s soul and broke Stefan’s heart in a million pieces, they were there alone. Now they should talk about what they would do. If the best solution was that she told her father the truth or that Stefan left so they could go on with their lives, they didn’t know. It was two options to consider and only one of them would be the chosen one. Although both of them would hurt after that. 
 
    They kept on thinking, talking to each other with their eyes, as if that was enough. Sometimes it was, but not that night. 
 
    The darkness of the night was their ally. Lit up by the tiny fairy lights that only allowed them to look into each other’s eyes, their hearts were beating so strongly that they could hear it without problems. They looked at each other again, since they had looked down for a second. Their eyes said more than their mouths could ever express. Their story was a wonderful and damned mistake that would cost their family’s happiness. Elsa couldn’t let her father getting hurt after everything he had suffered with her mother’s death. 
 
    “Alicia is right, Stefan,” she sobbed. “I think you should leave.” 
 
    It was for the better. Let time pass, hours changing into days, and days turning into weeks. Although it didn’t matter the time; she knew she would love him forever, thinking of him as the greatest love in her life. 
 
    “I don’t want to leave,” he declared, grazing her lips with his. 
 
    She wanted to tie him up right that moment so he couldn’t leave, but he had to go. 
 
    “You must do it. For you, for me. For everyone.” 
 
    “Ask me to stay and I will. Ask me to fight for you, Elsa. Ask me.” 
 
    She stayed silent. In his mind, he was begging her to do it. She opened her mouth, ready to talk, and he thought she would say what he was thinking. But no. She didn’t say that at all and she hated herself for hurting him. 
 
    “Go, Stefan. Leave and never come back.” 
 
    She pulled away from him and left the basement like a bat out of hell, but leaving her heart and soul locked in his chest, knowing they would always stay there.  
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    The feeling of loss had taken lodge in her chest, choking her every minute like the next one would be the last one in her life. Elsa was staring out of the window, watching the only man she could ever love in her life get away from her.   
 
    Stefan was leaving. He accepted what she had asked him because she wasn’t brave enough as to face her father and declare what she had been hiding for months: her love for the man who was a fake uncle, since she would never see him as such. He looked up, noticing he was being watched, and saw her. The pain he felt at seeing her state was worse than listening from her lips how she asked him to leave. 
 
    Elsa was wiping her tears without caring about any other thing except for seeing him leave. Was she a masochist? Possibly. She enjoyed feeling like that, wallowing in the misery that beautiful but disastrous love had left in the wake.  
 
    When Stefan entered the car, encouraged by his sister, Elsa touched the glass in her window. It was a way to feel he was touching her, touching her hand, entwining their fingers. She felt a shiver as soon as he raised his hand and blew her a kiss, caring very little if somebody could see him. He entered the car and his sister drove him to the airport. 
 
    That was the last time she saw him. That day she discovered she would never smile again, not like she smiled when she was with him… not like before.   
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    The ceremony finished and the newlyweds kissed with all the love they felt for each other. It was obvious how much they loved each other. All the guests, including the maid of honor and the best man, left the church to wait for them outside and throw petals and confetti at them. Elsa and Stefan stayed in a corner, very close to each other, and their bodies reacted with every slightest brush.   
 
    Luka got angry when he discovered she was next to Stefan. Even though he knew there was a possibility of Stefan going to the wedding, he had still hoped he wouldn’t do it. Elsa and Luka had been in a relationship for a year now, and it had been very difficult for him to get Elsa to open up to him, being completely honest with him. She had told him everything about Stefan, including her feelings for him. No matter how many years would pass, they would love each other forever and that was something nobody could prevent. And just because of that, Luka needed to make her be away from Stefan. 
 
    He waited until the newlyweds got out of the church, knowing Elsa would go to his side then so they could go together to the celebration. And that was what happened. Elsa, after congratulating Alicia and Gian and wishing them the happiest of the futures, headed towards Luka and, hand in hand, they walked to their car without looking back. Elsa found that terribly difficult, but she managed to do it with Luka’s help, whose only intent was to make her smile as much as he could. 
 
    They finally had a rest from the whole day. The wedding had been too long. They were enjoying of the party after a delicious meal, and the bride and groom were slow dancing as if there were nobody else sharing the space with them. 
 
    Elsa focused on them while she ordered another drink, unaware that two men were watching her. Only one of them approached her because he was faster than the other one. After so many years, Stefan placed himself next to her so he could talk to her like he had been wishing to do since he saw her getting out of the car.  
 
    “Can I keep you company?” he asked, taking her out of her thoughts. 
 
    She had been so lost in her thoughts that she hadn’t realized Stefan was next to her. She looked at him and she felt overwhelmed by her nerves, preventing her to reply with words. She nodded and he smiled in that way that drove her crazy. A heartbreaking sigh captured her soul and he heard it. 
 
    “You look more beautiful than ever,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    She could only say that word. Her tongue felt numb. 
 
    “How are you doing? I heard you have been getting outstanding in your work at the university. I always knew you would be the best.” 
 
    “It’s been really hard.” 
 
    Elsa didn’t want to sound harsh, but she didn’t know how to talk with him anymore. It had been too long and, taking into account the last time they saw each other they had kissed a few times before she threw him out of her life, it was extremely difficult now. 
 
    They stayed silent, but unable to stop staring at the other. That would never change; their eyes would be always connected even if they were surrounded by a thousand people. 
 
    “I missed you, Elsa,” he declared, covering her hand with his own. 
 
    They entwined their fingers and he could check they still fit perfectly. At that moment, nothing that had happened between them mattered, as well as nothing they said or felt at that moment. The only thing that mattered was the present and he wanted to fight for their future, although he may have arrived a bit late. 
 
    And right when she was going to answer, Luka went to them and hugged her from behind, looking for her mouth and kissing her passionately. It was his way of showing Stefan she wasn’t alone and, if he let him, she would never be alone. When they pulled apart, being watched by Stefan at all times because he wanted to see Elsa’s reaction, Elsa swallowed and Luka pretended to be surprised to see Stefan there. 
 
    “Hi there. Stefan, right?” he greeted him, holding her hand out. 
 
    Stefan nodded and shook his hand cordially, although at that moment he wanted nothing but kicking him in the balls for daring to kiss his girl. Because Elsa would always be his girl. 
 
    “How are you?” 
 
    Luka tried to be nice, but he failed. Stefan raised an eyebrow and drew a perfect smile, feeling smug. He was aware that Luka was afraid of his arrival, since that would disrupt his life with Elsa, and that was something that Luka wasn’t ready for. Knowing that, Stefan only had to wait for the opportunity to approach Elsa and take her out of the party, so he could talk to her in private and tell her everything he couldn’t tell her during all those long years. 
 
    “Well, I’ll leave you two to it. I’m going to have a drink with my niece.” 
 
    With that, Stefan turned around and left with two glasses in his hands. Elsa watched him leave like in slow motion, as if she were counting the steps that took him away from her. She saw him hug his niece, smiling in his own special way. She watched everything while Luka stared at her astonished, knowing he would lose her for good if he didn’t do anything. 
 
    “If you want, I can give you a napkin,” he mentioned. 
 
    Elsa frowned and fixed him with her blue eyes. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked, bothered by his comment. 
 
    “I mean you have been looking at him even after he stopped doing it. I mean I have noticed you will love him forever, no matter what. I mean that…” 
 
    “Say no more, Luka,” she interrupted him. 
 
    “No, don’t tell me to shut up, Elsa. We have already gone through this, remember? He will always be inside your heart. Stefan was the love of your life and even a blind person would see you are his.” He fell silent and then sighed. “I’m afraid to lose you, Elsa. And I’m sure that’s what will happen after tonight, because the past always comes back and your past is right there, across the room.” 
 
    “It’s true. He is my past, and I’m sure he will become my present if he stays here. But I don’t think he could be my future because my family would never accept it. They didn’t like it then and I don’t think they will agree now, Luka. And I…” She sobbed. “I need to forget everything we lived so I can be happy.” 
 
    The sound of a glass breaking against the floor and someone yelling an anguished “What?” made them turn around. They realized they shouldn’t have had that conversation right there. Elsa’s father had heard everything and his world crumbled after knowing that Elsa and Stefan had been involved, and knowing her daughter’s current feelings for Stefan. A man who was eight years older than her and, besides, at the time when everything started she had been underage. He had always had doubts about the reasons why his brother-in-law had left, but he had just put two and two together. 
 
    “Dad, wait,” Elsa called him with a strangled whisper. 
 
    But her father didn’t comply. He needed to let his anger burst. The memories of every detail that made him think his daughter had fallen in love entered his mind. He never asked who he was, and he never let her know he thought she felt something for a guy. He should have never ignored that matter. 
 
    Leonard stormed towards Stefan as if he were crazy and, after grabbing him by the collar of his shirt to make him stand up from his chair, punched him with all his might, making Stefan fall to the ground with a bloody lip. 
 
    “You are nothing but a son of a bitch and a pervert!” Leonard yelled. All the guests were staring at the impromptu show. 
 
    Corina and Alicia crouched to help Stefan, and Elsa held her father back. It was the worst thing she could do. Leonard turned to see who was grabbing him and he felt like dying when he saw the disappointment in his daughter’s eyes. 
 
    Without a second thought, he slapped her. 
 
    “I never thought I would feel disgust upon seeing you,” he hissed, hurting her. 
 
    “I won’t let you treat your daughter like that, Leonard,” Stefan intervened once he could stand up. 
 
    His brother-in-law, unable to believe he could defend his daughter when he had just punched him, turned to face him and yell everything that crossed his mind, not giving a shit it was his stepdaughter’s wedding. 
 
    Stefan was ready for the worst; another punch, maybe? He didn’t even care to be insulted. The only thing he wanted was for Leonard to stop hitting Elsa, yelling words that hurt her. Just because she had fallen in love, he didn’t have to make her feel like a whore who bedded any man. He loved her so much he would fight against Satan himself if he could save her from more attacks. 
 
    “Do you think you have enough balls as to tell me how to treat my own daughter?” Leonard asked him with an anguished tone. “Do you think that’s what you must do?” Stefan opened his mouth to reply. “No, I will tell you what you have to do. Don’t touch my daughter. You already did and I never knew it, but I won’t let it happen again. She is my daughter! She is my little girl! What the fuck were you thinking when you seduced her?” 
 
    Leonard was out of his wits, yelling stuff that didn’t make any sense, and Elsa couldn’t bear it any longer. 
 
    “It wasn’t like that, dad! Stefan didn’t seduce me. We both did!” Her father hit her again. “You can slap me as much as you want, but that won’t prevent me from telling you what happened.” 
 
    Elsa touched his cheek where he had slapped her. The stupid tears kept flowing. Luka tried to get closer, but Elsa didn’t let him do that, walking towards Stefan. It sounded like nonsense after such a long time, but now, after they had reunited, they couldn’t ignore what they were still feeling, because they never stopped feeling it. 
 
    Leonard was looking at her with the same disgust in his eyes, hurting her deeply. Although it would hurt her even more to be separated again from the man she loved. 
 
    “You can’t, Elsa,” her father expressed, now a bit calmer. 
 
    “You are wrong, dad. I couldn’t and I let him go.” She wiped her tears with an angry gesture. “It was me who asked Stefan to leave four years ago. It was me who wasn’t brave enough as to let him fight for us because I knew how you would react. Corina and Alicia had warned me then, but we continued seeing each other in secret. 
 
    Before she finished the sentence, she regretted it. Even though she hadn’t wanted to betray Corina and Alicia, her father would have ended up knowing they had known from the beginning. 
 
    “You knew?” His question was for Corina, but she didn’t reply. “You knew?” She nodded, looking down sheepishly. 
 
    Leonard started pacing around, feeling anguished, feeling breathless, feeling how his chest tightened, making him fall unconscious. Elsa and Corina ran to him as fast as they could to see what had happened while Alicia called an ambulance. He needed immediate medical care. Time was of the essence if they didn’t want to celebrate another funeral in their family.  
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    Elsa was sitting in a bar, enjoying a sherbet while watching people walking by. It was a normal Sunday and she was meeting Alicia, since it had been quite a while since the last time they had seen each other. After that night, their relationship had changed drastically and they barely talked to each other.   
 
    Twenty minutes later, she was focusing on her mobile phone when someone touched her shoulder, startling her. 
 
    Elsa turned around and she opened her eyes widely. She was completely astonished. 
 
    “Hi, Elsa. It’s been a long time.” 
 
    Luka gave her a kiss in the cheek and sat right next to her. 
 
    “Luka! What are you doing here?” 
 
    He smiled when he saw she was still the same girl, and her smile was the same that one day had trapped him, making it impossible for him to forget about her. Although they had kept in touch because Alicia and Gian had a relationship, it wasn’t the same as meeting in person. 
 
    “If the mountain won’t go to Mahomet, Mahomet must go to the mountain. Am I right? You know I have always wanted to come here, and I got a job offer I couldn’t resist,” Luka explained with a smile. 
 
    After that meeting, their lives started changing, making them be more than friends. Luka did everything he could to make her happy, but he couldn’t make her forget. That was much more complicated to achieve. 
 
    A few months later, after a birthday party, he asked her to have a relationship. At the beginning, Elsa couldn’t accept a different man in her life since she couldn’t forget about Stefan. However, after giving it some thought, she agreed. And thus she decided to move on with her life. Her heart was beating again, although not as fast… although not for love. But it was beating again.  
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    Hours passed by slowly, and her anguish to know about her father’s state was growing steady. She wished the hands of the clock could go as fast as her heart, because then they would have already heard from the doctors.   
 
    When she saw him dropping to the floor, it was like a part of her was reliving her mother’s death, seeing everything happen like in slow motion. Everybody tried to comfort her, talking to her and asking her how she was feeling, but she didn’t want to be with anybody. She felt too guilty for what had happened and she was fully aware that everything would end if her father died. 
 
    She stood up, exhausted to be in the same position as when she first arrived at the hospital, and headed towards Alicia, who was just arriving from her house, where she had gone to change her clothes. 
 
    “Hi. Can I sit here?” She nodded and Elsa sat next to her. “Ali, I… I’m sorry for all that’s happened. I ruined your day.” She looked down. “I am always ruining everything.” 
 
    Alicia took her hand and squeezed it. 
 
    “Don’t be so hard with yourself, Elsa. It’s not your fault that your father learnt everything today. It could have been worse, believe me.” She rolled her eyes to make her laugh for a couple of seconds. 
 
    “It’s true. If he had known when everything started… I don’t even want to think about what he would have done.” 
 
    They stayed quiet for a moment, both of them reflecting on what she had just said, being absolutely honest with herself. To be honest, it would have been chaos if her father had known about her and Stefan years ago. He would have put an end to that relationship in a different way and it would have been Elsa the one who suffered the most. 
 
    Right at that moment, Stefan arrived to the waiting room. His gaze looked for her among all the people there, and he spotted her when she looked up and fixed her eyes on him. 
 
    Alicia noticed that, what they still felt, and realized she was tired of fighting against a love like theirs. She encouraged Elsa to go to him. 
 
    “Are you sure, Ali? Doesn’t it bother you?” Elsa asked insecurely. 
 
    “I’m tired, Elsa. And I think it’s impossible to keep trying to separate you when it is clear you will continue loving each other no matter what. I think I always knew that.” She sighed and Elsa frowned. “It was me who asked my uncle to be the best man when I could have asked your father instead. It was me who separated you two and who will… Come on, go.” 
 
    “Thanks, Alicia. I will talk to him, but I think everything ended that night. There are too many things to discuss.” 
 
    Elsa hugged her stepsister, considering settled the problem that always existed between them. Alicia didn’t hate Elsa or her uncle just because they were having a secret relationship. Her problem was having to accept something she knew her mother wouldn’t let go. To her, being angry with her mother was something quite serious. Sometimes we are mistaken and it is our parents’ fault, because parents can also be wrong. 
 
    She walked towards Stefan while he stayed in the same position as when he entered. Luka was at the other side of the waiting room with Gian, watching how the woman he loved headed towards another man’s arms. He always knew that would happen. He always knew the past always came back sooner or later. In this case, it had arrived sooner than expected. 
 
    “Hi,” she muttered. “Can you take me out of here?” she asked, holding back her tears. 
 
    “That’s why I came here, my love.” 
 
    Stefan took her hand and pulled her with him; Luka pulled to his feet to prevent her from leaving. 
 
    “Don’t do it, Luka. Don’t you see she wants to be with him?” Gian intervened. 
 
    “How can you ask me to let her go with another man? I cannot let him come in here and take her from under my nose.” 
 
    “She was never yours and you always knew that. Let her be happy now. I’m sorry it has to be me the one who tells you, brother, but Elsa never loved you.” 
 
    Luka sat again and, silently, watched her leave the room so she could be alone with him. Stupid tears appeared in his eyes, accepting everything his best friend had told him. She was never his and he always knew it, but a part of him always wanted to believe he might have her soul… because you can give your body to anybody. 
 
    Stefan took Elsa out of the hospital, heading to a car he had rented. When he arrived to London, he didn’t think of staying longer than necessary, unless she asked him to, but taking into account the circumstances, he was forced to get a vehicle. He opened the car door for her and then he entered through the driver’s door. Under her inquisitive gaze, he started the car. 
 
    He didn’t know why, but something was telling him that reconciliation was a crucial turning point for them and, when everything was over, they should decide what to do. Stefan had something clear, something he knew as soon as their eyes connected in the church: he wasn’t going to let her go again. He wouldn’t let everything be broken forever because he would be broken too. He didn’t know she was thinking exactly the same at that moment. 
 
    “I…” they said at the same time, and they both smiled. 
 
    Elsa couldn’t help feeling nervous. Although she wasn’t that little girl who died to be in his arms, she still felt how her body heated up when Stefan looked at her. After all, she was still dying to be in his arms. 
 
    “You go first, please,” she said almost inaudible. 
 
    “Okay.” Elsa bit her lower lip and wished it would be him who bit it. “I’m so sorry for everything that’s going on. If I hadn’t come…” 
 
    Elsa covered his hand over the steering wheel. Stefan looked at her when he stopped at a red light. He felt an irrepressible wish to kiss her, of holding her tight against his chest so she could never leave again. He wanted to take her away from everything and everybody, so they could finally be as happy as they deserved to be. Because they had been victims of their families. Because they should have gone on without caring about anything but their feelings. But they didn’t do it and, although it might be late to pick it up where they left it, it really wasn’t because their love was still there, latent and hopeful. 
 
    They got lost in their eyes for a moment and Stefan started to lean in to kiss her as he had dreamt to do, as he remembered. Although sometimes it was difficult for him to hold the memory of her lips’ taste; it was something he had forgotten because of the passing of time. 
 
    A car’s horn interrupted the perfect moment when he almost kissed her. He straightened his back reluctantly and stepped on the gas to get out of there. He didn’t know where to take her; he just wanted to be alone with her.  
 
    “I’m so sorry everything happened like that. I’m so sorry we had to go through all of this, Stefan. I feel everything is my fault. If that night…” 
 
    He couldn’t take it any more and, lifting his hand to make her stop talking, parked the car in the first empty spot he could find. After that, he leaned towards her and kissed her without caring about the consequences of their acts. 
 
    This time, she was expecting it. In fact, she had wished it since she saw him appear in the hospital. Stefan cupped her cheeks and noticed the tears that wetted the perfect skin he had kissed so many times in the past. He pulled apart so he could watch her and pressed his forehead against hers.  
 
    “Don’t cry, my love. My soul breaks when I see you cry,” he expressed with that sweetness that she loved and remembered so much. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Stop apologizing. You are guilty of nothing. It’s not your fault that I left four years ago.” He pulled apart a bit more. “I should have stayed to fight for you.” 
 
    “I didn’t let you do it.” 
 
    “I didn’t have to listen to you,” he replied, making her smile. “You don’t know how many nights I have spent without you, thinking of you, and thinking of how much of a coward I was.” Elsa put a finger on his lips and he kissed it. 
 
    Now it was him who was crying, who realized he didn’t deserve that woman loved him as much as she did. Elsa adored him with that strong love that filled her chest when she was just sixteen. He was the first man who touched her, who loved her. He was the only one who managed to enter her body and her soul. 
 
    “It will be different this time. I know it will,” she claimed. “Because as much as they try to separate us, I won’t let them do it, Stefan. I love you too much as to allow that, and it has taken me four years to realize you are the only one who kisses my soul and my body at the same time…” 
 
    “I love you too, Elsa. Much more than years ago. Much more than what I believed it was possible.” He kissed her again, sealing that turning point in a relationship that seemed to be in a coma. 
 
    They spent together as much time as they could, thinking just about them. When they were planning to go to his apartment so they could be together, Elsa’s phone started ringing. Corina’s incoming call sounded desperate, since it never stopped ringing once and once again. She remembered her father was still in the hospital, because she forgot about time when she was with him. She picked it up to listen what she had to say. 
 
    “Elsa, I need you to come to the hospital. Where are you?” 
 
    “I am ten minutes away. What’s going on? Tell me my father is fine, please.” 
 
    “Yes, honey. Of course he is fine. Your father is a strong man. The reason why I’m calling you is because he wants to talk to you. To both of you.” 
 
    A heartbreaking sigh got a grip of her chest, making her heart beat like crazy. Her father wanted to see them and that couldn’t be good, that she knew for sure. 
 
    “Are you okay? Let’s head there.” 
 
    She explained to Stefan what his sister had said and, with all the courage he should muster to prove more than ever what he had said just a few minutes earlier, he agreed and started the car to go back to the hospital. 
 
    They were both very nervous. But they weren’t scared they wouldn’t be able to be together. For the first time in their lives, that was the least of their problems. They were afraid that something would happen to Leonard when he knew they would be together forever. Nothing and nobody would separate them now.  
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    They could finally breathe normally. Things were like they should be at last… No, it was even better than before. Now they didn’t have to hide and that was something they had always dreamt.  
 
    Stefan thought he would regret going to London, since it was a mistake to go back knowing he would see her so close and so far at the same time, unable to even hug her as if she were a long lost relative. Because doing it was to be dead in life and reveal what he felt for that girl who became a woman. And that woman was more beautiful every day. 
 
    And now he could breathe again. Now his heart was beating with the same frenzy as before. And now he could be sure they would love each other for more than a thousand days, a thousand months, and a thousand years. He understood it now.   
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    London. 2019  
 
      
 
    The arrival to the hospital would be quite the catastrophe. Stefan didn’t want to enter the room because he knew that his brother-in-law was on the warpath. His sister had warned him beforehand, telling him, “Good luck, little brother. He is ready to bite.” Her words prevented him to be eager to go. But Elsa didn’t let him do it. This time, both of them would face the music without caring how angry her father was. Nothing else mattered but them.  
 
    Alicia smiled, feeling pleased to check her stepsister had finally taken the bull by the horns, even though she had been one of the people who kept her separated from Stefan. She always regretted the way she acted, and that was why she had told Elsa years ago.  
 
      
 
    That day was one of those days that Elsa tried to avoid the most. She had to meet again with Alicia after months filled with memories and anxiety. But she couldn’t tell her father and Corina she didn’t want to see her stepsister because she was the one who made her fall in a deep depression that didn’t let her sleep. She had the same recurrent nightmare once and once again. Remembering endlessly the moment when she saw Stefan abandoning her, leaving her alone in that house that disgusted her more every day. It wasn’t the house, but the people living in it. 
 
    “Elsa, are you awake?” 
 
    Her father’s voice woke her up. 
 
    “Now I am,” she replied angrily. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I just wanted to tell you that Alicia is downstairs and wants to see you. Can I let her come upstairs?” 
 
    Elsa thought about it for a second and felt her blood boiling, making her furious. Maybe it was a good idea to see her. After all, she had never yelled at her how much she had hurt her. She nodded and her father left the room with a smile to go in search of Alicia. 
 
    A few minutes later, her stepsister was sitting opposite her with a worried smile. 
 
    “Thank you for letting me see you. I thought that…” 
 
    “Don’t talk, please. If I let you come upstairs was to tell you how I feel. And right now I hate you, Alicia. You don’t know how much I’m suffering and it is all your fault,” she interrupted her, provoking the appearance of the stupid tears. 
 
    “Forgive me, Elsa. I’m truly sorry. I regret everything I did and I feel horrible for having forced you to get away from Stefan. I know how much you love him and I know he is also suffering for you.”.  
 
      
 
    It was the only time she heard something about Stefan, and she suffered even more when she knew he wasn’t having the best of times as well. Elsa thought she would hate him for being unable to come back and fight for them. How wrong she was, and how much she loved him. 
 
    Elsa looked at Alicia and she smiled. Unexpectedly, she ran to her sister, because that was how she felt, and hugged her, thanking life for having her. 
 
    “I love you so much, Ali.” 
 
    “I love you too, little sister.” 
 
    She kissed her cheek and, when they pulled apart, Alicia approached her uncle to tell him something. Some advice wouldn’t be a bad idea after all, right? 
 
    “I hope you can fight for her this time. Fight for you. I don’t want to see you suffer. I don’t want to kick your ass, uncle.” Stefan burst out laughing and couldn’t help but give her a big hug. “You have my blessing.” 
 
    Elsa hugged her again and, when they pulled apart, she walked with Stefan to her father’s bedroom. Corina walked with them in absolute silence, but before they entered she blocked the doorway, feeling obligated to tell them something. She thought that maybe it wasn’t the moment. She knew she could have said it earlier or, at least, she should have supported their relationship from the start. It was never late. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Corina?”  
 
    Elsa was worried and tried to make her move away from the door. 
 
    “Wait, Elsa. Nothing is wrong. Your father is fine, believe me.” She rolled her eyes. “It’s just that I want to apologize. I want to ask for your forgiveness, brother. I know I was unfair to you, but it was because I thought you weren’t really in love with her. I was wrong.” She lowered her head. 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize to me, Corina. I didn’t understand at that moment, but time made me see you were doing it for a good reason, even though that reason separated me from her.” 
 
    He put his arm around Elsa’s waist and pulled her close to his body. 
 
    Elsa leaned her head towards him, placing her head under his chin. Stefan felt his chest full with just that little gesture, even though they weren’t in the best circumstances. 
 
    Corina looked at them and felt her insides churning. It was her regret. She felt so guilty that it was hurting her. She wanted to be sure that, even if Leonard demanded they put an end to their relationship, they wouldn’t do it. They had to follow their hearts. 
 
    “Corina, nothing will separate us this time, I assure you,” Stefan said, squeezing Elsa’s hand to enter the room occupied by her furious father. 
 
    Leonard, as soon as he saw his daughter holding hands with Stefan, felt rage flooding every inch of his body. 
 
    “Do you dare to come here holding my daughter’s hand?” he spat, spewing poisonous words at them. “Let go of him right this moment, Elsa,” he hissed. 
 
    Elsa shook her head, getting closer to Stefan, showing nothing would make her change her mind, no matter what he said. Leonard wished he could get up from the bed so he could beat them up and drag her daughter by the hair if that was what it took to make her get away from Stefan. However, his medication made him feel weak and dizzy. His heart attack hadn’t been too serious, just a warning of what could happen if he continued with that foul mood. He had never behaved like that, but the stress caused by his job and what had happened made everything explode in his head. 
 
    “No, dad, you won’t make me leave him. You must understand…” 
 
    “No!” he yelled, interrupting her. “You need to understand he is your uncle and…” 
 
    “You are wrong, dad. Stefan is not my uncle and he never was. The fact you married his sister doesn’t turn him into my uncle. Stefan is the man I have always loved and the one I will love for the rest of my life. If you are unable to see it, you must be blind,” she said, finally getting angry with her father. She would tell him everything that was crossing her mind. 
 
    Her father fell silent, looking at them with all the anger he started feeling when he learnt everything that had happened between them when his daughter was still underage. Leonard couldn’t believe they were unable to see it wasn’t normal. He had thought a lot about that question, fully aware that nothing mattered, especially now that his daughter was an adult. He couldn’t forbid her to be with whomever she had chosen, and if Stefan was the man she loved, then she would be with him even if he didn’t approve of that. But that didn’t mean that he had to accept it, so he would let them know it. He would let them know how much he hated the fact of knowing they were in love. 
 
    “I’m unable to picture something that has no future. I’m sorry, Elsa. I cannot accept that you are in love with Stefan. So if you are thinking of going on with this relationship…” His words trailed off, knowing what he was about to say would hurt him more than it would hurt her. “If you are going to continue being with him, you are not my daughter any longer.” 
 
    She wasn’t expecting such a statement. She didn’t think her father was going to pretend she didn’t exist just because she was dating someone he didn’t approve of. So what happened now? She didn’t have a father? That was how it would end? 
 
    “You are not talking seriously, dad. You are being unfair,” she said between sobs. 
 
    “Quite seriously.” 
 
    “Leonard, think about it, please,” Stefan intervened. 
 
    Leonard glared at him, showing how much disgust he felt for him. 
 
    “You don’t get an opinion. Everything is your fault.” 
 
    Stefan wanted to stay calm, wanted to behave as he wished, trying with his attitude to make his brother-in-law to come into terms with their relationship. But it was clear it wouldn’t matter. It was clear he didn’t mind his daughter’s feelings. He got angry with Leonard, with himself, and with the whole world at that moment. Why was it so complicated to be with the person you loved? Why everyone put obstacles when they had to support them? They weren’t kids who had to be punished without playing with their favorite toy. They were talking of love, of having a full-on relationship with someone, of being with someone you would put your own life at risk to protect. Was it so difficult to accept that? 
 
    “I’m sorry you cannot understand it, Leonard. Believe me, I tried to move on and forget the love I feel for your daughter…” Leonard tried to interrupt him, but he didn’t let him do it. “No, you’ve said enough and now it’s my turn.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit.” 
 
    “Dad, shut up!” Elsa was beyond frustrated. 
 
    So Leonard fell silent. He just did it because his daughter had never, ever, talked to him like that. 
 
    “I love her. I don’t care if it bothers you or disgusts you; I love your daughter. And I’m truly sorry that all of this is happening and you are in the hospital. Is it my fault? I don’t know. I’m just telling you that this time I won’t run away, I will fight for her so I can be with her and make her as happy as she deserves. As we both deserve. You married my sister. And you know what?” Leonard didn’t reply. “I didn’t want my sister to get married to a man who had just lost his previous wife one year earlier. How do you think I felt when she went ahead and did what she wanted to do no matter what?” 
 
    “Stop it, Stefan,” Elsa expressed, worried about her father. 
 
    “No, I won’t stop. Not now that I can tell him everything without fearing he would punch me again.” 
 
    Elsa sighed and nodded, staying silent. Leonard was staring in front of him, avoiding making eye contact with them. Avoiding looking at the couple that disgusted him so much. 
 
    “I hated my sister during long months for having accepted to marry you, but then I supported her because that’s what families do. I hope you can value that and support your daughter. You don’t have to see me if you don’t want to, but don’t forbid your daughter to have a relationship with you.” 
 
    “Have you finished?” Leonard asked, raising an eyebrow with a smug face. 
 
    Stefan nodded, realizing he could say a thousand things more, explaining a thousand reasons for their relationship, but Leonard had already made his mind. He just had to wait for Elsa’s reaction to know whether she would be with him, whether they had a future together. 
 
    “I don’t care what you did, but I appreciate that you supported your sister.” 
 
    A sliver of hope entered Elsa’s heart. And it disappeared when her father opened his mouth again to spew all the crap his heart was feeling at that moment. 
 
    “But no, I cannot accept this,” he pointed at them. “And if you continue seeing him, just forget about me, Elsa.” 
 
    She pouted, trying not to bite them with rage. She thought for a second about what her father had just said, trying to calm down and cool down because, if she replied to her father in that instant, she would regret her words automatically. 
 
    She turned around and looked at Stefan for a few seconds, making him shiver in fear. For a moment, he thought she would leave him. But she didn’t. She cupped his cheek and kissed his lips with all the love she could muster. When they pulled apart, she turned to look at her father and thus reply to the nonsense he had been saying. 
 
    “Then I just became an orphan, Leonard. I don’t plan to let go of the love of my life for the second time.” 
 
    With that, Elsa grabbed her boyfriend’s hand and left the room without looking back, avoiding every contact that could make her waver. She had made her mind; she’d had four years to think about it with a cold head. She always knew her father would react in that way and part of her understood him. 
 
    Once they got out, Stefan made her stop in the corridor, before being seen by anyone, and hugged her tight. His heart was beating wildly, and he needed the blast of fresh air that only her could give him. 
 
    Elsa looked at him when they pulled apart and saw that Stefan was crying. 
 
    “Thank you. Thank you for being strong enough and stay with me. Thank you for showing me again the reason why I fell in love with you, Elsa. I love you with all my heart.” 
 
    Elsa wiped his tears with the tip of her fingers and kissed his cheeks, fully aware of the healing power of her little kisses. 
 
    “Thank you for making me stronger. I couldn’t have made it without you.” 
 
    Stefan smiled, pleased and proud of her. Proud of the woman she had become. Proud of his woman, because she was his. 
 
    They walked back to the waiting room and, before they arrived there, Elsa stopped him. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he said worried. 
 
    “I forgot to tell you I love you too.”  
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    Now it was her who breathed normally. Now she felt she could smile again without fearing people could think she smiled for him. She smiled for him and she didn’t have to hide it any more. The mere fact of being with Stefan at last was a reason to be happy, although that happiness had meant to lose her father. He wanted it that way and, being selfish, she was thinking for the first time in herself instead of in her family.  
 
    It should be clear that one’s happiness should be first and foremost, the most essential thing. It was also important to know when your heart was beating strongly for someone. When you realized that, you knew you had chosen the right thing, and you didn’t care what other people would say or how many obstacles you found in your path. You just had to jump. Jump without looking back, without being aware what you might lose. 
 
    The finish line was near. Only those who get there with you are worth it.  
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    London Airport. 2019  
 
      
 
    It had been a difficult decision, something he had been thinking about since Stefan asked her. It wasn’t a decision taken lightly.  
 
      
 
    The day they left the hospital, they went to Elsa’s apartment, which was nearby and it would be the best place to be so they could talk and catch up, although there wasn’t much to know.  
 
      
 
    They were seating in a coffee shop at the airport, waiting for their boarding time. They were waiting for Corina and Alicia to arrive to say goodbye to them. While drinking a soft drink, Elsa couldn’t help but remember that moment in her apartment. After four years away from each other, they were reunited again and they could join their bodies.   
 
      
 
    They arrived and Elsa turned the light on. The apartment was small, just one bedroom, an open-plan kitchen, and a bathroom. The best thing about it was the views to Big Ben. That was the main reason why she rented such a small flat. 
 
    “Wow!” Stefan exclaimed as soon as he stepped out to the balcony. 
 
    “Do you like it? Sometimes I have dinner out here, looking at nothing, thinking about a thousand things… Well, thinking about you, always about you.” 
 
    That explanation made his chest swell with love and hugged her from behind, still staring at the monument. Stefan kissed her neck gently. Her body shivered and felt like dying when she felt his hands on her breasts over the thin fabric of her shirt. 
 
    She looked up, fixing her eyes on him, and Stefan kissed her, deepening the kiss with all the desire he felt growing without restrain. A moan escaped from her lips as soon as Stefan’s tongue caressed hers. She tasted so good and he had missed her so much. It was like reliving a dream once and once again. 
 
    “You are so beautiful, most beautiful,” he whispered in her lips, unable to pull apart. 
 
    He put his arms around her waist at the same time that she put her arms around his neck. He made her turn around so he could feel her chest heaving, beating against his own chest. 
 
    Little by little, they started disappearing among caresses, taking off every item of clothing that prevented them to feel the other’s skin. Once they were naked, Stefan hugged her and didn’t care about interrupting their kisses. He just wanted to count her heartbeats, joining them to his. 
 
    “You have no idea how much I have dreamt about this moment, my love. You don’t know how much,” he repeated in her ear, sending shocks all over her body. 
 
    He grabbed her hand and, after kissing her softly, pulled her to go to the bedroom. He wanted to adore her, to kiss every little corner of her body to make it his, proclaiming himself the owner of every little detail hidden in her perfect body. 
 
    He looked at her with adoration at the same time that he made her lie down on the bed, placing her on her side so he could caress her whole body. He had the intention of making her be delirious, of making her enjoy an unforgettable moment. But that wouldn’t last long because he felt her hand groping for his penis, wanting to pleasure him. Stefan grabbed her hand and kissed her before positioning himself over her body. As gently as he could, he made Elsa open her legs so he could get in between them and, with a single thrust, he entered her. It was the fucking paradise. It was much better than his dreams, much better than his memories. He made love to her that night with all the passion he had repressed for years, for months, for long hours he couldn’t contain any more. He made love to her as he had dreamt so many times before.  
 
      
 
    A smile appeared in her lips when her memories got to the point when Stefan made her feel more alive than ever. Before, she had felt as if she were hibernating, as if she had been in an induced coma. She didn’t live, she just went ahead with fears, with nightmares, without smiles, without love.  
 
      
 
    Once they finished, Stefan looked at her moved and said, “I want you to come with me, Elsa. I want you to live in Madrid with me. I refuse to leave without you.”  
 
      
 
    That was why they were at the airport, about to board a flight that would take them to their home, a home created by both of them. They couldn’t be any more nervous and excited. Especially him, since he thought she would say no when she told him she needed to think about it. At that moment, he wanted the ground to split open and swallow him. He didn’t contemplate the option of leaving without her and he had to do it soon because of his job. 
 
    “I need to use the restrooms for a second,” Elsa announced, standing up. 
 
    She kissed him in the lips and headed to look for the toilets, but someone called her before she could enter. She turned around and saw Luka. She looked at him wide-eyed, since she hadn’t seen him since the wedding day at the hospital. She had assumed he wouldn’t want to hear from her again, since she phoned him several times but he never picked up. 
 
    She walked towards him and sat in one of the benches available all over the airport for the passengers to rest. 
 
    “How are you, Luka? I called you several times. I was worried,” she said honestly. 
 
    Although she had never loved him, he was her best friend and, if he suffered, she suffered too. 
 
    “It has been very difficult to gather the courage to see you again,” he lowered his head. “I couldn’t face you and realize I had lost you…” 
 
    “You didn’t lose me, Luka. I will always be there for you,” she interrupted him. 
 
    “Yes, Elsa. I have lost you. I know you will always give me your friendship, but I want you in a different way and you don’t correspond my love. But that doesn’t mean that, as your friend, I can’t be happy for you. It’s taken me time to accept it, but I did it. I just came to say goodbye.” 
 
    His words moved her so much that she couldn’t avoid her tears, falling relentlessly down her cheeks. Luka wiped every single one of her tears with his fingers and smiled so she could stop crying. He loved her so much that he’d rather have her as a friend than not having her at all. 
 
    She spent a few minutes talking with him, telling him she would live in Madrid, and inviting him to stay over if he ever went to Spain. Luka hesitated, since he was her ex-boyfriend. He didn’t believe Stefan would agree and, when he told her, they started laughing. After that, they said goodbye and they went their separate ways. 
 
    Elsa used the toilet and, when she went back to Stefan, Alicia and Corina were hugging him effusively. In the end, she was leaving a mother and a sister behind. She loved them so much although they were mistaken in the past. 
 
    “About time. Where were you?” Alicia asked. 
 
    Elsa hugged her warmly and they started crying. That was goodbye, a moment when to give a step ahead and leave behind everything that hurt. 
 
    When she pulled apart from her stepsister, she hugged Corina. 
 
    “How is he?” 
 
    Elsa enquired about her father in her ear so only Corina could hear her. 
 
    “Don’t worry, he will come to his senses,” she replied softly, knowing it wasn’t a good sign. “I wish you all the best together with my brother, sweetie.” 
 
    They kissed and separated when the loudspeakers started to call the passengers for the flight bound for Madrid. 
 
    Stefan grabbed her hand and both started walking towards the boarding gate, the right way to start a new life. 
 
    “Call us from time to time, Elsa!” Alicia yelled, waving goodbye. 
 
    “Take care of her, Stefan!” Corina said, waving like her daughter. 
 
    Elsa and Stefan waved before they disappeared among the rest of the passengers. 
 
    A few minutes later they were seating inside the plane, nervous about what was starting, anxious for arriving to their destination. 
 
    Time passed by, and now hours were ticking by slower, or that was what it felt for them. Now they were living everything like in slow motion, watching every minute of the life they deserved, enjoying what people had stolen from them once. Life in Madrid was absolutely a happy one. They were so happy that it was hard to believe it. 
 
    It was now when every word written on that old notebook made sense. Now they had to let time pass by so they could go back to being happy. Sometimes, life could change in just a second. No matter how much time passed, they would continue loving each other as strongly as before.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Madrid. 2019  
 
      
 
    A few words written on a blank piece of paper could mean more than words said out loud. The unusual could also become perfect. You didn’t have to follow the path of life like everybody else; you could establish your own goal and live your life your own way.  
 
    Elsa woke up one day after having lived her dream for a month. It could be too soon, but when she saw that piece of paper written in his handwriting, a sentence that held so much love as the one he showed her every day, she knew those words were making her promises and more days waking up in the same fashion. 
 
    That piece of paper was under a red rose and a white gold ring. It wasn’t like that like the rest of people did it, but it was equally beautiful. 
 
    “Marry me.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question, but a statement. It was a statement that filled her soul. She read it out loud, what helped Stefan to know she was awake. He opened the bedroom door and walked towards her so he could kneel before her bed, where she was sitting. 
 
    “So what do you say, my love? Will you marry me?” 
 
    She only needed a few seconds to nod with a smile and throw herself to hug him. 
 
    “I do.” She kissed him while laughing… that laugh that brightened their little home. 
 
    Those were instants in the world. They were puppets in the hands of desire and passion. It was what moved everything around them. It was what people call love.  
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    Madrid. Some time later.  
 
      
 
    If someone had told her that evening everything that would happen during those months, she wouldn’t have believed them. When she decided for both of them, pushing him away from her, she felt how her world fell apart; she felt her heart breaking into pieces. Now those were just memories of a perfect love, a lasting love that was stronger than ever.  
 
    Everything happened so fast, although Elsa wouldn’t change anything that had happened if the reward was to be with him and live every day in utter happiness. 
 
    Time wasn’t a problem any more, since they didn’t pay attention to it. Well, that was until she learnt something Stefan didn’t know yet. It was quite a surprise, taking into account she hadn’t finished her studies. It was something quite unexpected. But it was another one of the reasons that made her immensely happy. She was so young, true, and maybe she would commit mistakes more than once. After all, who hadn’t done that? 
 
    After a week, after she was sure, Elsa woke up earlier than him. Since it was the weekend, she had no problem to do it because Stefan always slept until past ten o’clock. She made breakfast and placed her surprise after the dome covering the tray. She left it on the bed, remembering the day when he proposed to her. They got married one month after he proposed; it was a beautiful ceremony with just the two of them. She left the bedroom, slamming the door to wake him up. 
 
    Stefan rubbed his eyes while sitting up slowly. He looked at the closed door and then he noticed the tray with its cover. Frowning, he lifted the dome to discover a box and a piece of paper that said, Read me out loud. He smiled while doing it and fell in love with her a little more. He opened the box and found an envelope from the hospital. Surprised, he opened the envelope. 
 
    “Pregnancy test: Positive,” he read as he had been ordered to do. 
 
    Elsa entered the room and found Stefan staring at the paper with tears in his eyes. It was something he would have never imagined but, at the same time, it was the best news he could get. She walked towards him as soon as Stefan saw her. He got up to kneel before her and kiss her still-flat belly. 
 
    “Is it true we are going to be parents?” 
 
    He was moved and happy. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He stood up and hugged her tight, loving her more deeply than he thought it was possible. He cupped her cheeks and kissed her lips, giving her all the love she deserved, all the love he felt.  
 
      
 
    Days later  
 
      
 
    She was pondering the idea of talking to him, of showing him what was making her so happy. She already had in her hands the first sonogram of her baby, and it was now when she needed him the most. She just needed him to know it, so he could decide whether his resentment was stronger than the love he could feel for his daughter. 
 
      
 
    She grabbed her mobile phone and took a picture of the sonogram. After looking for her father’s number, she sent him a Whatsapp message with the image. She attached the picture and wrote a single message.    
 
      
 
      
 
    Elsa: Dad, you are going to be a grandfather. 
 
    I hope you don’t turn your back on 
 
    this baby as you did to me. 
 
      
 
    She left the phone on her bedside table and got into bed. She got closer to Stefan and fell asleep while hugging him from behind. 
 
    Because everything in life happens for a reason. Because if they hadn’t been apart that night, they wouldn’t be like this now. Because it was the purest and most beautiful love they could feel. Because it was worth waiting for four years. Because… no matter how much time passes, their love will be forever.  
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
  
 
  


 
    TIMELESS LOVE 
 
    Blurb: 
 
    Life can change in a second. You can say “see you tomorrow” and be gone the next day. They couldn’t even say goodbye to each other. It happened so fast… 
 
    Elsa’s life changed and the emptiness inside her filled with a love she couldn’t escape no matter how she denied it. She fell in love. She fell in love with the most unexpected person, the person she wasn’t allowed to feel more than just sweet fondness. 
 
    But, what happens if he feels the same love she does? What happens when your hearts start beating so strongly that they could even hurt other people? 
 
    They say their love is a forbidden one. They say it is better to keep them apart. They say, they say… Everybody talks, everybody has an opinion. But no love, when it is real, should be denied and destroyed. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



THANKS 
 
      
 
    How can we thank so many people? It's complicated. To my nieces for always being a support in my follies. My Fanny. Thank you for listening to me for long minutes when I keep talking. Great patience is what you have. To my Toñi for all the love and support he gives me. To my husband for giving me my space to work for hours and not get when he practically sleeps alone. And finally, I thank all those people who are waiting for my stories, who send me those beautiful messages that help keep teaching what my crazy little head has hidden. A big hug. All I have left to do is tell you that this story is now yours. Life is full of stones along the way, you just have to know how to skip them. 
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