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Nicola tenderly caressed the spine of the books as she thought. She had told his cousin Adrian that she was leaving the party to go home, but in reality she had taken refuge in the library. She couldn't resist it. She always liked to be surrounded by books. She loved her touch.

Although the sounds of the party were heard in the background, it felt like she was in a bubble. Illuminated only by a small lamp, surrounded by Alexei's books, in his library, at home, she felt a longing so deep that it even hurt.

She was very discouraged today. Tomorrow was her birthday and she wasn't going to get what she wanted most: a kiss from him.

For months she had been sighing for Alexei like a fool, but he wouldn't listen to her. She was seventeen years old and, although many boys had wanted to go out with her, she had not let anyone touch her or kiss her. She wanted him to be the first. The only one.

Her cousin Adrian laughed at her saying that she was in love with a giant and a brute. With his six feet three inches tall, Alexei was indeed a giant compared to her. He was not only tall, but strong, with hair so blonde that it almost looked white and strange light blue eyes. He contrasted completely with her, so small in comparison with her five feet, her olive colored skin, her long brunette mane and her green eyes. They were so different... Where he had muscles, she had curves, but for Nicola their differences were what made them perfect for each other.

Her differences were not only physical, but where he was noisy, open, cheerful and sometimes a little rough, she was silent, polite and surrounded by an air of melancholy. Santa Nicola, they called her behind her back. As if this were not enough, there was an age difference, which although it seemed insignificant to her, she knew that many people would criticize. He was ten years older and was sure that he saw her as a child. But tomorrow, at last, she would be of legal age. She would have to think about what to do, but she was going to get him to start seeing her as a woman.

Alexei and his friend Ivan had appeared a year ago, after the death of the father of the first. It was a surprise for everyone to discover that Mr. Kovac had had a child. He had never said anything to anyone. Apparently, he had hidden that he was married. He had abandoned his wife many years ago, but since he had not divorced, the lawyers had not had much trouble locating his son. His wife, however, had died a few years earlier.

Both Ivan and Alexei had appeared surrounded by an air of mystery that had driven all women mad. No one knew much about their past, only that they were a little... rustic would be the right word, which was like a breath of fresh air in that rich society in which they moved. You didn't have to be very clever to realize that, although it was evident right now that they had money in abundance, they hadn't grown up in an environment of opulence.

When Alexei looked at her he felt such a great emotion in his chest and a warmth, that it ran through his whole body and made him want to approach him and demand that he kiss her, but he didn't dare. Sometimes, she fantasized about his kisses, she thought they would be sweet and tender. She imagined that he approached her and told her how much he loved her and asked her to always be together. She was aware that these were mere fantasies, but there, at that moment, it was sworn that she would do whatever was necessary to make them a reality.

Immersed in her thoughts, her eyes closed, she did not hear the library door open, nor did she see the clarity that filtered through it, nor did she realize that someone had entered the room until it was too late.

Alexei was very drunk. He had spent the night drooling over Nicola. She was a goddess to him, an angel, the purest and most tender thing he had known in his life and desired her. He wanted her so badly that now he was completely hard just to think about her.

He had grown up on the streets of Russia among thieves and prostitutes, and was not used to dealing with someone like Nicola. He didn't know how to behave with a woman like her. She was so polite, so sweet... She was inspired by a tenderness he never thought he had known. He was used to dating prostitutes. When he liked one, he would just go and fuck her. I didn't even have to talk to her.  Someone had complained that he was a bit of a brute, but he didn't care either: that's what he paid them for. But with Nicola he wanted to do well. I was totally crazy about her and I wanted to be sweet and tender, even if I had no fucking idea how that was done.

Since his father's lawyers had located him in Russia and had told him, not only that his father had died, but that he was a billionaire and that he, as his only son, was his universal heir, had entered an unknown world of rich and educated people with whom, at times, he did not know how to relate. To think of the hunger, he and his mother had gone through for years... Seeing how she had to resort to prostitution so that they could put something in their mouths to finally discover that her father's bastard was rich, made her wish to kill him even though he was already dead.

He didn't really need the money. Ivan and he had attained wealth on their own and it was something they were both proud of. He had almost given up the inheritance, but Ivan had convinced him to come to this country. He had told him it was an opportunity to expand his business, and he had never regretted it. Not on the part of expanding business  “although that's what they were doing” but because he had met Nicola through it.

Tomorrow was her birthday. She would turn 18 and be of legal age. Alexei had been holding back; pretending indifference, so that no one could object at all to his relationship. He was ten years older than her and did not want to be accused of corrupting a minor.

As soon as the party had begun, he had approached Nicola's cousin, Adrian, and told her that he would come by her house the next day to talk to her. He had also asked her not to tell Nicola anything because he wanted to surprise her for her birthday.

He was convinced that it would be a surprise because he would confess his feelings and pray that she would not run away scandalized, but first he had to let go of the sexual frustration he felt.

It's been a long time since he've had sex. He had stopped frequenting prostitutes because he couldn't get her out of his thoughts. When he kissed another, when he stroked her, images of Nicola assaulted him making him feel uncomfortable, as if he were betraying her.

He had never believed in love, but when she wasn't there, there was constant chest pain, so it was either love or a heart attack.

He wasn't used to having to repress her desires. He liked hard sex and not all women accepted his demands in bed, but with Nicola he would have to learn to contain himself. He was sure that Nicola was a virgin, so he would have to treat her with tenderness.

That's why he was avoiding her lately, because just looking at her made her hard as a rock. He needed to let off steam so that she could talk to her about her feelings without thinking about fucking her; but it had been so many months since the last time, that he desperately needed to get laid before talking to her or he would find his skirts up before he could even say hello.

That's why I was going to the library. To get laid and be able to talk to her the next day without being clouded by his desires. With that idea he had asked Ivan to find him a woman, but he wasn't worth a woman: he wanted one that looked like her.

He had waited for Nicola to leave the party to warn Ivan and he had just confirmed through a message that the woman had arrived.

He had spent the whole night looking at Nicola and drinking, envying all the young beardless who had approached her, resisting the impulse to scream away, which was hers and no one else.

He was so drunk that as soon as he entered the library, he seemed to be seeing Nicola herself. It seemed to him that he was even wearing the same clothes. But, knowing that it was impossible “since he had left a long time ago”he thought that on this occasion Ivan had surpassed himself. It's not that she looked like Nicola, but that she was totally identical to her, at least for the little she could see, since she was slightly on her side and had not yet noticed her presence.

He approached her from behind, held her by the braid, turned her around and smashed her against the wall as he kissed her fiercely. The resemblance to Nicola was amazing.

Nicola felt a strong pull on her hair. Whoever was holding it turned it over and hit it violently against the wall. It took a few seconds for him to realize that it was Alexei who was holding it and, before he had time to process it, he started kissing her.

He had been fantasizing about her kisses for months, but he would never have imagined that they would be like that, painful, because more than kissing... he devoured her. He sucked her lips fiercely, biting them until her upper lip began to bleed. His alcoholic breath made him want to vomit. This was not what he had dreamed of; it was not what he wanted. Nicola started fighting him, but he was much stronger and the more he fought, the more he seemed to get excited.

He stopped kissing her and moved aside briefly, which made him think that maybe he would let her go.

“Nicola... “ he muttered.

He tore the cleavage of her dress, leaving her breasts in sight, and then proceeded to bite and suck them with the same fierceness that he had dedicated to her lips.

Nicola felt paralyzed, as if outside her body. This could not be happening. This could not be Alexei. Thick tears swept down her cheeks as the forces left her.

A hand was inserted between her legs and, violently, three fingers were inserted inside her. The pain was brutal and left her breathless. The sound of a zipper coming down warned her of what was going to happen next. When she thought she was going to faint, a door opened and she heard a voice saying:

“Honey, did you start without me?”

Alexei walked away from her, momentarily stunned, and that was all Nicola needed to escape.

Alexei was confused. His mind was wrapped in a mist: wasn't he kissing her against the wall? what was he doing at the door? He must have been drunk because he didn't see the same physical resemblance as before. He didn't even think he was wearing the same clothes, but at that moment he didn't care anymore. He ran his hand over his face trying to clear himself a little.

“Come here,“ he said holding her tightly. He couldn't care less about his resemblance to Nicola. Now all he wanted to do was fuck her.

And so he did.
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Nicola didn't know how she was able to get home. As soon as she walked through the door she ran up to her room and started vomiting in the bathroom. The gagging was so big that there came a time when he had nothing else inside, and yet the nausea continued. When the nausea was over, the reality of what had happened struck her and the sobbing flooded her.

It couldn't be! It couldn't be! Alexei could not have done this to her. He... no.

“What's the matter with you?”

Her cousin Adrian's voice surprised her in such a way that she jumped around, not realizing that the whole top of her dress was broken.

“What the hell is that? “ shouted his cousin. Who was the animal?”

Adrian was stunned. Her cousin's breasts were full of bruises through the shreds of the dress.

“Have you been raped? “ she asked seriously.

She refused to stop sobbing.

“But they've tried“ he replied for her.

She collapsed on him, Adrian caressed her tenderly as he said:

“It's all right, darling. You're safe now.”

He took her to the bed and laid her on the bed, lying beside her, hugging her, while she cried.

Adrian was furious. He wanted to know who the bastard was to break his face. Nicola's parents were on a trip and he had moved into their house so she wouldn't be alone. He was only twenty years old, but he'd face whoever it took for her cousin.

The sun's rays woke up Nicola. For a moment he thought that what had happened the night before had been a horrible nightmare from which he had finally awakened; but the throbbing pain in his lip and breasts, as well as the shreds on his dress, made him realize that it had really happened.

How could Alexei? Why did he do it? His heart was bleeding with pain.

“Are you awake?”

Nicola turned and there was his cousin Adrian, sitting on an armchair by the bed. He had spent the whole night watching over her.

“We have to talk “ he looked at her with concern.

“I want to take a shower first, “she said with a squawk. She didn't recognize her own voice. She sounded completely hoarse after crying all night.

“You shouldn't take a shower if you're going to report it”.

“I'm not going to”.

Thick tears fell down his cheeks again.

“You should do it so that it won't be done to anyone else”.

“I can't, “ she admitted in a broken voice.

“Who was it? “ Adrian needed to know.

“Alexei“. The sobs invaded his body again.

Adrian came to embrace her in complete shock. Alexei? I never would have imagined it. He really was known as a brute, but he had never heard of him hurting anyone. In fact, the day before the party, he had told her that he was coming in the morning to bring Nicola a present for her birthday and was trying to rape her that very night? It was very strange behavior.

“I'm sorry, Nicola. I'm sorry, “he didn't know what to add.

When Nicola had calmed down enough, he pointed to a tray he had left on the table.

“Take a shower. I brought you breakfast. When you go out we'll talk while you take it.

After a long shower and changing her clothes, Nicola was a little calmer so she could talk to her cousin.

More than a cousin, he was her best friend. She was the only person to whom he had confessed his homosexuality. He wanted to tell his own parents, but he was afraid they would not accept him, as were all his friends.

“So you're not going to denounce him?“ He asked as soon as he came out of the bathroom.

“No”.

“You should”.

“I know, but right now I just want to forget what happened and forget him”.

“Yesterday he told me that he was coming in the morning to bring you a birthday present. I... I have to ask you... Are you sure it was him? I mean... You haven't explained exactly what happened”.

“Yes,“ said Nicola in a trembling voice.”I wish I could tell you that I'm not sure, that maybe it wasn't him, but it was. Do you think he'll still come? I don't want to see him! I don't want to see him!“ She shouted as she started to get hysterical.

“Shhh! Calm down, Nicola. If he comes, I won't let him see you”.

“Please, I don't want her to know that you know,“ she begged in anguish.

“So you want me to pretend nothing happened?”

“I just want her to go away and never come back”.

“I think I can do that”.

***
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Alexei was replete. Last night he had had sex after a lot of time and today he was going to see Nicola. The night before she appeared a little confused in his mind, but of course the prostitute who had sought him Ivan had been worth it.

He didn't remember much of the previous night, but when he woke up that morning he was a little frightened, as he had one of his hands stained with what looked like blood. He had called Ivan, afraid that he had done something to the woman, but he had assured him that she had been completely satisfied. The only thing he remembered was the amazing resemblance he had with Nicola. Now he was calmer; enough to see her and talk to her without thinking about fucking.

When he arrived at Nicola's house, Adrian opened the door for her.

“I didn't think you'd come,“ Adrian sneered. Although Nicola didn't want to tell him exactly what had happened, it was clear to him that Alexei was a pig.”Anyway, you're a little early,“ he continued,” we didn't expect you so early.

“I'd like to see Nicola“ asked Alexei in a good mood.

“You're going to have to come a little later,“ replied Adrian, faking a yawn. ” We've been fucking all night, so now she's exhausted and she hasn't gotten up yet”.

Alexei stood still as Adrian's words penetrated his mind.

“What did you say?“ he asked lividly.

“That we were...”

“I heard you!“ Alexei interrupted with fury.

“But you asked me to repeat it“ Adrian insisted, pretending to be confused.

“I know perfectly well what I have asked of you!”

He was furious. He had Nicola for an angel, a goddess. He thought it was the purest thing he had ever known. And was he fucking his cousin? How could he have been deceived like that!

“Don't worry, “he said in anger.”I won't go back”.

And he went the way he had come.

“Why did you tell him that?“ asked a trembling Nicola from the stairs.

“You wanted me to get rid of him, didn't you?”

“Yes”.

“He won't bother you again. Men like Alexei don't like to share”.

Alexei was so furious that until he got home he didn't realize that he was still holding the gift he had taken to Nicola.

He was just like all the bitches he had met in Russia. When he was ten years old he had sworn that he would do whatever was necessary so that his mother would never have to sell herself for money again. And he had succeeded, although a few years later. 

Both Ivan and he discovered that although they had not had many studies, they had an innate nose for business. With a little initial money, they managed to save, they set up a business and, before they could figure it out, they became rich. With the money came the women, but they were worse than the prostitutes. At least in that case, you knew what to expect from them. 

She had always thought that the women of high society were different, but since she had arrived in the country and entered that world, she had realized that, regardless of education, most women were only looking for money. 

When she met Nicola she thought she was different, special. She seemed innocent and sweet, but everything was pretended. She was like other women.

Furious took the gift that was still in his hand, ready to throw it in the trash, but when he was about to do so, he changed his mind. He would keep it as a reminder of what an idiot he had been.

***
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It was ten days before Nicola saw Alexei again. His parents were on a trip, which had allowed him to recover from what had happened without having to explain it to anyone.

It was summer and she didn't have to go to school, so Adrian and she invented a stomach virus to justify not leaving home.

Nicola finally decided she had to get on with her life. Adrian had told her that Alexei was walking with one and the other as if nothing had happened. Since he had appeared in their lives he had never been seen with any woman and Nicola, in his innocence, had invented that he did not go out with any because he loved her and only waited for an opportunity to tell her. What an illusion it had been! Now everything seemed so childish to her...

“Look, Alexei,“ said Ivan furious. I hadn't seen her in days”.

“Who?“ Alexei asked, pretending to be indifferent, even though he already knew who he was referring to.

Ivan looked at him smiling.

“Don't pretend you don't know who I'm talking about. Well, what did you ask me to make that prostitute look like her?”

“I'm not interested anymore,“ he said, before sticking his tongue down the throat of the girl who was with him. Ever since I had been in Nicola's house, I changed women every day. Candidates did not lack her, but she could not appease the rage she felt inside her.

“Then you won't mind if I try something with her, will you?”

“You can do whatever you want,“ Alexei finally replied. ”She's a bitch”.

“Are you talking about Santa Nicola?“ asked Mary, the girl he was with at the time.

“Yes, Saint Nicola,“ said Alexei sarcastically.”What a bitch who sleeps with his own cousin.“ He looked at Nicola with contempt, thinking that at least he had discovered what it was like in time. He, who thought she was a virgin and feared to frighten her with his passion, and the very bitch brushed her cousin, probably for a long time.

Adrian was proud of his cousin. Anyone who saw her would think she was the ice queen: so sure, so proud. No one could guess that she was shaking inside and that only a few minutes before she had been on the verge of fleeing in terror at the sight of Alexei. An Alexei apparently indifferent to his presence.

“I feel like vomiting.“ Nicola muttered anxiously.

“Well, you're going to hold it. We're going to show that pig that what he did to you didn't leave you a memory. He'll see you laugh, dance and flirt”.

A trembling smile was drawn on Nicola's face when he asked:

“And who will he see me flirting with? With you?”

“No. With my friend Derek. It won't hurt him to be seen flirting with you. There are rumors that he's homosexual,“ he whispered with feigned horror.

Despite her nerves, Nicola couldn't help laughing when she heard her cousin. In the environment in which they moved to be homosexual was one of the worst things that could happen. It was preferable to be a drug addict, a thief or even... a rapist, but never a homosexual.

When they were on their way to his friend, Nicola stopped him, grabbing him by the arm.

“Shouldn't you tell your parents? Someday they'll find out and you shouldn't have to hide”.

“I already have,“ replied Adrian sadly.

“And?”

“They think that if I sleep with enough women, I'll be cured”.

Nicola was horrified and saddened by her cousin.

“I'm sorry, Adrian”.

“Don't be sorry. It doesn't matter,“ he replied with a smile. Come on. Let's turn Derek into a man,“ he continued, imitating his father's voice.

Alexei looked at Nicola with contempt and hatred. Perhaps it was time to go home to Russia. It had never been his intention to stay in the country, but when he met Nicola he was so crazy about her that he decided not to return home. Now, however, there was no point in staying here.

He would leave Ivan in front of everything and leave. I didn't want to see her for another minute. But before I had to let him know how he felt. He could not accuse her of having betrayed him because, really, they had never been a couple; but he had deceived her with his attitude, with his glances, which had seemed self”conscious and which made her worthy of an Oscar. She needed to get some of the poison that was eating away at her inside.

“Hello, Nicola,“ he saluted with feigned sweetness approaching her.

Nicola turned to him trembling inside. She was terrified of what she would do if she tried to touch her.

Once again, Alexei was breathless as he looked at her. It was everything he had dreamt of in a woman, but it was a mirage. Beautiful on the outside, ugly on the inside.

“What are you going to practice? A threesome?“ he asked cruelly.”Because my friend Ivan might want to participate. I'm not interested because I don't like used things, but he doesn't care.

Nicola was livid when she heard the horrible words he had spoken to her. How could she have been so blind? It was pride that urged her to respond.

“If Ivan came, he'd be a quartet, and with Derek and my cousin I have enough. Perhaps some other time”.

“I'll tell him so he can get in line,“ Alexei replied maliciously.

“Maybe I'll have to wait too long. If he looks like you at all, I'm not interested at all”.

Her answer was like a slap in the face for Alexei. He felt such deep hatred that he decided to leave at that moment. He did not answer for himself and what he would be able to do if he continued to look at her.

Nicola saw Alexei walk away without saying a word. He trembled and had a broken heart. At that moment, she hated him with the same intensity with which she had loved him.
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Ten years later...

Nicola was excited. Whenever he opened an exhibition he felt the same excitement as the first time, as well as the pain of thinking that his parents had died before he started exhibiting his paintings and could never see them.

Sometimes, he thought that if they had not died in that accident eight years ago, he would probably have continued his studies in college and would only paint as a hobby, but the unconditional support of his cousin Adrian was what had encouraged him to pursue his dreams. He didn't think his parents had understood.

It was a pity that he did not follow his own advice and today, he still concealed his homosexuality.

“Are you ready?“ Adrian asked affectionately.

Nicola turned to him and, as always, was struck by his beauty. His cousin had grown up. Gone were the pimples and the ridiculous hair that covered her face at the age of twenty. He had become a very attractive man who attracted both men and women. 

He was the prototype of Latin. A square jaw, olive skin like hers, a gift from his Italian ancestors and black eyes like night. And, of course, a gym body that carved for hours. As if that wasn't enough, she had a personality that attracted everyone. He worked in his father's company as a public relations clerk. When there was a difficult client or a deal that they couldn't settle, they called him, exercised his magic and everything was solved favorably. Nicola always said he would be able to sell sand in the desert.

“My God, Adrian. Steven will die when he sees you. You look gorgeous”.

Adrian gave him one of his crooked smiles before muttering:

“That's the idea, precious”.

Nicola couldn't help laughing.

“You're impossible”.

“Come on, dear,“ Adrian continued, laughing as well. ”Your boyfriend is waiting for us”.

In fact, he was Adrian's boyfriend, but so that no one would suspect their relationship, they both pretended that he was dating Nicola. They had been doing it for years. For society, Nicola had had a lot of lovers, but in reality they weren't her lovers, they were her cousin's lovers.

Since “the incident” she had not been able to be with any man. She had tried, but as soon as they touched her she began to tremble and terror invaded her. So she didn't mind pretending to go out with her cousin's friends. They were the only men who could touch her without an anxiety attack. Perhaps knowing that they were homosexuals was what made her put up with their contact.

Sometimes she felt alone. She had always wanted to get married and have children, but after ten years, she didn't think she would ever get over it. Adrian had tried to convince her to see a psychologist, but he was terrified that someone would find out what had happened.

“Let's not keep my partner waiting,“ said Nicola, kissing her cousin on the cheek.

“For you, he'll wait as long as it takes”.

“You mean... for you, “Nicola laughed.

Alexei was sorry he came to the exhibition. He didn't know why he did it. Maybe it was because of his future wedding. He needed to see Nicola again to realize that he had forgotten her. 

He looked at his Maya bride and felt proud. She was a perfect woman for him and as different from Nicola as night and day. Tall and lanky, with the body of a model, blonde and blue-eyed like him. She was the daughter of a distant cousin and a childhood friend of Ivan. He had been engaged to her a few weeks ago. After years without seeing her, he had met her at Ivan's house, on one of the occasions when Ivan had returned to Russia, as he lived on horseback between the United States and Russia. As soon as he saw her, he realized that she was the woman he wanted as his wife. He had told Ivan, thinking that maybe he had some interest in her, but he had told her that he only saw her as a sister, so, after a few months full of appointments in which he gradually met her, proposed marriage and she accepted. She didn't talk much and maybe she lacked some of the fire she had seen in Nicola, but she would make a good wife.

Over the years, both Ivan and he had polished themselves. They were no longer the rude, uneducated young men who had grown up on the streets.

Alexei, at thirty-seven years of age, was a cultured and sophisticated man. In these years he had polished himself. His relationship with women had also changed. He had realized that not all women were like Nicola, a treacherous bitch. Now he was a more experienced lover, able to treat his partners with tenderness and without the brutality that had characterized his previous relationships.

He maintained daily contact with Marco and Ivan, but this contact was always by telephone or through the internet, and if they had to see each other in person, it was Ivan who went to Russia. He had never wanted to return to the country. 

In two months he was going to marry Maya and had offered to take her on a trip before the wedding. It had been his idea to come to the United States. He had officially told Maya that it was an opportunity for him to get to know Marco, as well as the businesses and properties he owned in the country, as she would soon be his wife. But while he could lie to Maya, he couldn't lie to himself. He knew that Nicola's memory was a thorn in his heart. It was the only reason he had returned after ten years. He needed to see her before he got married in order to exorcise her. He would see her again and realize that, surely, he had magnified her memory.

Ivan had kept him abreast of his life. He couldn't help it and usually asked about her. The conversation used to be the type:

“What do you know about the bitch?”

Then Ivan told him the name of his last lover. As far as he knew, he still had a relationship with his cousin that alternated with that of other men.

Ivan was the one who had gotten him invitations to the exhibition. Although not directly related to her, they had friends in common, so he had not found it difficult to get them. He had met him here, but he was late, as was Nicola.

The murmurs warned him that Nicola had arrived. He turned to see her and felt as if he had been punched in the chest, taking his breath away.

If ten years ago, she was beautiful, these past years had accentuated her beauty. The memory in his mind was of a girl, and the woman in front of him was a goddess. Fleshy lips that invited to be kissed, with a small scar on his upper lip that made one wonder what he would have done to get it. Generous breasts overflowed from the cleavage of the dress, which in turn delineated the body of a mermaid, with toned legs raised to vertigo heels that made her look much taller than her fifty feet. And that olive coloured skin that drove his crazy ten years ago.

Alexei couldn't help comparing her to Maya, standing next to her, and the latter looked so pale, so blurred next to her. It was like comparing a rainforest to an arid desert.

Alexei was furious with himself and with her. How could he dare to be more beautiful than in his memories? And how could he be so stupid that all he wanted was to kiss her again and again?

If only to remove the thorn, I would kiss her before the night was over. It would be the way to expel her from her mind and heart. He wanted it so badly because he had never had it. As soon as he had it, as soon as he kissed those treacherous lips that had already kissed a thousand others, he would realize that it was no big deal.

Nicola felt that she was going to faint. As soon as he entered the gallery, he saw him and recognized him. It was impossible not to see him. With his ninety meter he stood out above all heads.

He looked better than he did ten years ago. If at twenty-seven he was handsome, at thirty-seven he was quite a man. The sharp look in her blue eyes destabilized her for a moment. She read in them hatred and desire in equal parts. A myriad of sensations bombarded her under his gaze, making her tremble.

Adrian, who was unaware of what was happening to Nicola, put his hand over her arm affectionately when he noticed that she was trembling.

“Are you cold?”

“No, no,“ she replied in shock. ”I... need a moment. I don't feel very well. I have to go to the bathroom.”

“It's all right. Don't worry, I'll entertain them in your name, “Adrian whispered with a smile as he kissed her on the cheek.

Nicola turned around and, as discreetly as she could, went to the bathroom, dodging all the people who approached to greet her, holding her stomach with her hand trying to stop the nausea. She held on until she reached the bathroom, but once there she couldn't take it anymore and, unable to avoid it, she threw up dinner. Even when she had nothing in her stomach, the nausea kept shaking her.

After ten years without seeing him, and her mere presence affected her in that way. She was never going to get over it, it was the sad reality. Finally, she managed to calm down a little and the nausea subsided. She went to the bathroom and looked in the mirror with trembling hands. She drank a little water, retouched his makeup and, after a few deep breaths, found enough calm to get out. Nausea no longer gripped her, but she felt as if she was drowning; she was short of breath. She rushed out of the bathroom to the terrace. She needed fresh air to breathe.

Alexei was distracted for a few seconds by something Maya was telling him, and when he wanted to notice, Nicola was gone. He decided it didn't matter. The night was long. He would have plenty of time to carry out his plans.

People were amazed to see him after ten years and every so often he had to stop to say hello and introduce Maya.

“What do you think of the exhibition?“ Ivan asked him when he finally appeared beside him.

“The truth is that he has talent.“ He couldn't deny it. Over the years he had acquired some knowledge about art and could not help but recognize that his paintings had something touching that did not leave the viewer indifferent.

“Did you get what you wanted? Was it worth coming to the exhibition?“ Ivan asked with feigned indifference.

“No, I didn't get what I wanted and I still couldn't tell you if it was worth coming or not,“ answered Alexei while watching Maya speak politely with one of the people she had introduced to her. He was increasingly convinced that she would be the perfect wife.

“Take care of Maya,“ he said to Ivan when he spotted Nicola through the crowd and saw her going out alone. “I'll be right back”.

When he entered the terrace, he saw her with her back. It seemed as if... She was crying? What could make a woman like her cry? She had everything: money, beauty... I didn't know if it was love, but he was sure it was passion. For a moment she felt joy thinking that maybe she wasn't as happy as he had imagined her over the years.

“Tears of sadness or of joy?“ he asked with all the indifference of which he was capable.

Nicola's shoulders stiffened at the sound of his voice. She turned slowly, looking at him in fear.

“What do you want? “ She whispered in a hoarse voice.

“What you didn't give me years ago,“ he replied with desire. He approached her with the intention of stealing a kiss. It seemed to him the only way to be able to forget her.

However, his words and the sight of him approaching her seemed to terrify her. She began to tremble and stagger away from him as she reached out her trembling hand and begged him:

“Don't come near me! Don't come near me!”

Alexei thought it was an exaggerated reaction on her part, but when he was about to reach her, since the wall had stopped his attempt to move away from her, Adrian's voice stopped him:

“Don't even think about going near her, Alexei!”

Those words filled him with rage as they made him realize the nonsense he was about to commit. There was Maya, his future wife, and for a few moments he was about to destroy their relationship by trying the lips of a bitch who was not worth it.

“Don't worry, Adrian,“ he said with a tense smile.”I'm leaving now, enjoy your cousin.

He left the terrace without a single glance in the direction of Nicola. It wasn't worth it. It wasn't really worth anything. It didn't reach Maya or the soles of her shoes. She took a detour down a side corridor to calm down before returning to Maya.

“Stop right there, you bastard!“ He heard Adrian screaming at him.”I've been wanting to give you hell for ten years and today is as good a time as any other”.

Alexei stopped to hear Adrian's words.

“What have you wanted to give me for ten years? That's funny. If you want me to break your face I don't have any inconvenience,“ he threatened from the more than twenty centimeters that I took out of stature.

“Do you think you're intimidating me, motherfucker? If I didn't tell you anything ten years ago, it was because Nicola asked me to. Did he fuck you when I told you that day we fucked? Well, fuck you! It fucked me more to see how she got home after what you did to her, and on top of that you had the balls to show up the next day as if nothing had happened. You're a son of a bitch! Don't ever go near her again!”

Alexei was stunned. Somewhere along the way he'd gotten lost. 

“What the fuck are you talking about? What did I do to her? What night are you talking about? I have NEVER done anything to your cousin. Never. I haven't even touched her”.

Adrian tried to calm himself by counting to ten before he spoke.

“Look... I don't know if the night of the party in your house, the day before Nicola's birthday, you were smoked or drunk, but I saw the state in which he came home, the broken clothes.... Fucking hell! I saw the marks on her body myself”.

“Do you mark her body? What marks on her body? I don't know what you're talking about”.

Suddenly, a cold sweat flooded his body. It was true that the night before Nicola's birthday, during the party at his house, he was so drunk that he barely remembered anything. The only clear memory in his mind was the incredible resemblance of that prostitute to Nicola. He remembered the blood on his hand that had frightened him so much. A terrible suspicion grew inside him. Horrified, and fearful of seeing his suspicions confirmed, he asked in a murmur:

“Why do you think it was me who did something to your cousin?”

“And what do you think? Because she told me it was you”.

Alexei closed his eyes in horror. Everything began to turn around him and he had to lean on the wall to stabilize.

“What are you saying?“ He swallowed before continuing. ”Did I rape her?”

“Don't you remember?“ Adrian asked, strangely and surprisingly calmer.

“I'm... you're right about one thing,“ he admitted with a trembling voice.”That night I was so drunk that I barely remember anything. I... asked Ivan to...,“ he had to swallow saliva in order to continue.... “I was looking for a prostitute, one who looked like Nicola. I only remember the incredible resemblance I had with her”.

“She told me you hadn't raped her, but I don't know if it's the truth. She never wanted to tell me what happened that night, but she hasn't forgotten”.

“What do you mean?“ Alexei asked, closing his eyes overwhelmed by guilt.

“Isn't it obvious? Why do you think he reacted like that when you approached him? She can't stand to be touched by any man without running in terror”.

“But... All the relationships she's had over the years?”
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