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PROLOGUE
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— YES, WITHOUT A DOUBT, this type of service can be contracted on the Deep Web. Once accessed, you will have to search the Dark Site for the information you need — the man explained, implying that he had expertise in that subject, which until then had been unknown to the viewer.

— But how do I access the Deep Web? I confess that I didn't even know it existed, much less that it would be possible to hire this type of service there — replied the person, clearly amazed to know that there was a dark side to the internet, little publicized.

— Take note! If you follow the step-by-step instructions I will give you, you will be able to access it without any major difficulties.

And, without taking his eyes off the man as he spoke, the person carefully wrote down each instruction that had been given to him, to access the website in question, in order to locate and hire a hitman to exterminate the target.

Thus, at the first opportunity he had, using the commands he had previously and meticulously noted down, the individual accessed the website as instructed, and in the space provided for the search, typed: “hitman”, and then several links appeared on the computer screen. Carefully analyzing each one, he chose the second one, as it contained more attractive and complete information, in his opinion. And, upon accessing the new internet page, he came across the following sentence:

Hitman:

confidentiality guaranteed

or your money back!

So, through emails exchanged with the professional killer, he hired his services to take the victim's life. It was that simple. In fact, it was simpler than he imagined it would be.

The rest was just a matter of time.

[image: Braille]

ELIZABETH WALKED CALMLY with her dog Trust, unaware that they were being followed. Her twin sister, Victoria, was bedridden and asked her to take her dog for a walk in the condominium park, and Elizabeth agreed to do so without hesitation, wanting to help her.

However, little did the woman know that every step she took was being watched by the hitman, who was waiting for the exact moment to act, which seemed unlikely to come, as there were people nearby, potential witnesses to the crime he was about to commit, which was inconceivable.

Elizabeth turned left, entering the street where her sister's house was, and upon reaching the main entrance, the killer, at that moment hidden behind a tree on the street, positioned himself and firmly held the pistol, which was in his hands that did not tremble. The target was in his sights. All he had to do was pull the trigger and the contract would be fulfilled.​

As soon as she heard the doorbell ring, Victoria opened the door to the house, greeting her sister and the dog.

“But what is this?” the assassin asked himself in a low, clearly confused tone of voice. “They’re identical!” he muttered again, while still keeping Elizabeth in the sights of the gun. “Which one?” he asked himself, not knowing which target should be eliminated. “Eeny, meeny, miny, moe...” he hummed playfully.

And, with a simple, yet firm, movement made with his right index finger, the hitman pressed the trigger of the gun, sealing the victim's fate once and for all.​
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CHAPTER 1
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ELIZABETH AND VICTORIA Walsh were born on a beautiful, sunny morning on the twenty-fourth of September in the year one thousand nine hundred and ninety, at the General Hospital in Naas, Ireland.

The news of the naturally conceived identical twin pregnancy was received with enthusiasm and joy by the mother, Kiara, who saw in this opportunity a way to save her marriage, ignoring the opinions of her closest family and friends, who said that the birth of a child, more often than not, only makes a relationship even worse, when it is already shaken and fractured. But Kiara was lucky, so to speak.

Robert, in turn, was upset by the news, and as soon as he found out, he began to mentally ponder whether the expenses of raising his daughters would be compatible with the salaries the couple received. Typical male behavior: not very passionate, very rational and pragmatic.

But nature is wise and acts behind the scenes in human life in a sublime way. The months of pregnancy were more than enough for the future father to ensure that his income would provide his family with a comfortable and dignified life, even without many luxuries. Robert, now more secure, was then able to enjoy the charms of pregnancy and even sleep a little more than usual, to prepare for the birth of the twins, as if sleep could be stored.​

[image: Braille]

THE SAME CANNOT BE said about Kiara. Her belly, which was getting bigger every day, had been making it difficult for her to sleep for a long time, not to mention the severe back pain that had not given her a single day of relief. However, the young mother did not mind, as she was very happy and anxious about the arrival of her daughters and would do whatever it took to ensure that they came into the world healthy and strong.

Most of the time, twin pregnancies did not reach the ninth month of gestation, the obstetrician-gynecologist had once warned the couple. And in the case of the Walshes, it was no different. When Kiara went into labor prematurely, she underwent a cesarean section to bring her precious little ones, as she came to call them, into the world. The fact that she had not conceived them naturally did not bother her either, because as long as they were born healthy, the mother was happy.

As agreed, the names of their daughters would be chosen at the time of their birth, that is, right there in the delivery room. The parents wanted to see their little faces before deciding. Kiara would be the first to make the choice, followed by Robert.

The first to be born brought tears, sighs and smiles to the Walsh family. She was as strong as an ox, which could be seen with the naked eye. Not only due to her physical structure, but also due to the loud and shrill cry that came from her tiny throat, given when she was catapulted from her comfortable and welcoming mother's womb.

The time had come for their second daughter to come into the world. Just like with their first, the parents smiled and cried when they heard the baby's cry, which echoed through the long, cold corridors of the hospital.

After being examined and weighed by the nurses, the babies were handed over to their parents, one at a time.​

— This was the first one to be born — the nurse informed, as she handed her over to her mother, who was still crying profusely.

With a trembling hand and a choked voice, Kiara thanked the nurse and took her daughter in her arms, as if she were the most precious jewel in the world. And, indeed, she was. Her mother stared at her for long seconds, memorizing every little piece of her fragile and wrinkled body, including her smell, to keep the moment in her memory forever.

— How about Elizabeth? It's a strong name, like her, and its historical origins are very appealing to me — said the young mother, tenderly and delicately kissing the newborn's head.

— I think it’s perfect! — replied the husband, with a passionate tone of voice.

The nurse then handed the father the second daughter, who, unlike her sister, was clearly more fragile and frail. The baby was welcomed by her parents with the same euphoria and affection as the first.

— Welcome to the world, my daughter! — Kiara said, in tears, as she held Elizabeth in her arms.

Robert looked at the three women with enchantment, experiencing a type of love that he had never had contact with before and that he never even imagined was possible, such was its purity and strength.

— Do you already know what we’re going to call her? — asked the mother, clearly curious.

— Victoria! What do you think? — asked the father, visibly proud of the choice he had just made.

— It couldn't be better!​
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THE SEASONS GAVE WAY to one another, without Elizabeth and Victoria realizing how much their playful discoveries contributed to their personal development.

Despite being identical twins and their young age, the personalities of these cheerful girls were completely distinct and identifiable to the naked eye for those who lived with them on a daily basis. Each one had their own style and mannerisms, as well as their own peculiar way of seeing people and the world, and, in particular, of exploring their surroundings.

Physically, as expected, they looked very similar. Their skin was as light as a peach and their cheeks had a slight blush, the same pink as their lips. Their hair was caramel brown and curly, and their eyes, black as ebony, seemed to smile, such was the brightness they emanated. At that time, only their parents and those closest to them were able to tell them apart, and the fact that they were confused for each other was seen as just another one of the many jokes shared between the sisters.

Contrary to expectations, since she was the strongest at birth, as the months passed, Elizabeth became the weakest of her sisters. Victoria, who was born underweight, gained back what she had lost day after day. “Nature is wise,” Kiara once told her husband.

Time passed and the twins developed at full speed, like any baby at that stage of life. Initially, they only shared breast milk, lullabies, caresses, attention and the care of their caring parents. Later, there was nothing they did not share.

From toys to discoveries, Elizabeth and Victoria were always sharing and meddling in each other's activities. No step taken by one went unnoticed by the other, who soon tried to imitate her. Their lives, intertwined since the womb, were enjoyed together,​

and, from an early age, they learned that they would never feel alone and that they would be an integral part of a whole, always being able to support each other. And this feeling was gratifying and unique.

Together, the twins enjoyed the first ray of sunshine, let themselves be caressed by the afternoon breeze and laughed as they felt the first drops of rain bathe their faces. They tasted the first fruit they had tasted, the first savory meal and delighted in the first sweet treat they had been given, smiling as they savored it.

Elizabeth's first step was followed by Victoria, who, upon seeing her sister do it, felt confident enough to imitate her, as well as her first mumbled words, which, to Kiara's frustration and Robert's delight, were daddy. The sisters had fun playing with modeling clay, hula hoops and dolls, and spent countless afternoons modeling for their stuffed animals in clothes they took from their mother's closet, who never forbade them. They shared their birthday parties, never disagreeing on the choice of theme, and, hand in hand, faced the challenges of the first day of school.

They were friends, partners, and confidants; two sides of the same mirror. For the Walsh girls, the world was not an unsafe place, nor was it inhospitable or anything like that. On the contrary, it was rainbow-colored, and it was wonderful to explore it together, supporting each other.

During their childhood, Elizabeth and Victoria liked to dress in identical clothes and shoes and made a point of having the same haircut. At that time, they did not care about individuality, but rather about coexistence, as if that were possible. In truth, they preferred to be confused, because they liked to be two, in one, with one complementing the other in what the other lacked. They had a world apart, which no one, not even their parents, penetrated and they felt safe in.​

Kiara has proven to be a caring and dedicated mother. As soon as her maternity leave ended, the first big decision she made was to leave her job. She concluded that it was the right thing to do, as she considered it unacceptable to delegate the care of her daughters to a stranger, no matter who they were.

Thus, by dedicating herself full time to raising her girls, the diligent mother was able to witness their discoveries and delight in their faces and mouths as they explored them. She was there when their first baby teeth appeared and encouraged them to pull them out when they were ready to fall out. She witnessed them reading their first words and writing their names on a blank sheet of paper. She encouraged them to brush their teeth properly and to take a bath by themselves, so that they would be independent. She taught them to ride a bike and a scooter, and when she thought it was time, she made them memorize their home address, in case they got lost, as well as to not talk to or accept things from strangers. And, each lesson and achievement of her daughters was shared daily with her husband, as soon as he got home after a long and tiring day of work, but always with a smile on his face and ready to play with them.

When they were almost five years old, Kiara and Robert taught their daughters the concept of life and death, as well as warned them about the misfortunes that fate could inflict on them from time to time. They explained the difference between good and evil, and that the latter should never prevail over the former. They also taught them that differences should be respected and that unequals should be treated according to their inequalities. But, above all, they taught them that they should always be united and that the love they had for each other was the greatest and most beautiful gift that life had given them.​

The one thing the Walshes didn't teach their daughters, however, was how to live without each other.​
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CHAPTER 2
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ADOLESCENCE WAS A TURNING point in the Walsh sisters' lives. Unlike their childhood, when they practically insisted on being one, the girls were imbued with a pressing need to become individual. Their personalities, at that time more pronounced and accentuated, and therefore perceptible to the naked eye even to the least attentive, allowed the Walshes to achieve the much desired individualization. They no longer wanted to be seen as if they were one, but rather unique, each with their own way and desires. However, even so, they continued their lives in close partnership.

Elizabeth, or Liz, as her closest friends affectionately called her, was the shyest of the sisters. Soft-spoken, with delicate mannerisms and her head always down, her presence was overshadowed by the outgoing and fun-loving Victoria, or Vicky, as she liked to be called.

Liz was observant and selective about what she said, and she dedicated her free time to reading and studying, her clear passion. She sought in her sister the courage and security that she lacked within herself, and it didn't take long for her to realize that she depended on her to feel good and happy. Physically, over time, she became the more frail of the twins. As an adult, she was shorter, less corpulent, and much more awkward than Vicky, and she didn't have nearly her presence of mind, charm, and glamour. Unlike Liz, Vicky was born to shine and to delight everyone she met with her joy. At that time, however, her sister's personality didn't affect her.

Liz loved Vicky and admired her so much, so much, that she would never be able to have feelings for her other than the purest and most beautiful. Victoria was the sun, and Elizabeth the sunflower.

Victoria would often criticize her sister's way of being. She didn't share her dreams, nor did she dedicate herself to her studies as diligently as her sister did. In her opinion, sitting in front of a book for hours on end without putting into practice the theory she learned was a waste of time and energy. She studied only enough to pass the year, and was therefore an average student. As time went by, she realized that the best thing to do was to focus her attention on what really interested her, that is, the fashion industry. So, she started to keep her sister company on the afternoons she spent at the city library, where she had access to a wide variety of books and magazines on the subject. After leafing through them avidly, several ideas would pop into her head and, when this happened, Vicky would go home, retreat to her room, and sketch out her creations for long hours. At first, her father was against the idea of ​​his daughter going into the fashion industry. “It’s a world of dazzled people, of empty-headed people, not to mention the amount of drugs that are known to circulate at events of this nature. It’s not a world for a Walsh, my daughter!”, he once said, seriously. However, when he realized that his opinions were incapable of making Vicky give up on her dreams, and after seeing her so fulfilled sketching her creations, Robert gave in to her charms and supported her plans for the future, because he wanted to see her happy.

Despite being born more frail and fragile, due to her always strong and expansive personality, as a teenager Vicky was clearly the strongest of the sisters. In every aspect, it must be said. She was the commander of the army of two and played her role masterfully.​

Vicky had above-average emotional intelligence for her age and drew attention for her refined sense of humor, which gave her amusing lines and made her interlocutors laugh. She was impulsive and explosive, but above all, confident and determined.

With a bold and authentic look, always created by her and made with refined fabrics randomly purchased by her mother, in order to encourage her creations, Vicky drew attention wherever she went. At school, she was extremely popular, and for years in a row, she was the first on the list of guests at her classmates' birthday parties. She was confident and communicative, qualities that few girls her age had, which made her stand out even more among the group. Of course, her physical appearance contributed a lot to her popularity at school, especially with the boys, who were often caught sighing in the corners after seeing her walk by. But, it must be said, this was just one of the many positive characteristics that Vicky possessed.

And so the Walsh sisters grew up, Vicky sending out her beautiful, strong rays of sunshine, so that Liz, like a sunflower, could follow them.
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WHEN THE WALSHES TURNED sixteen, Vicky confided in her sister about her interest in Trevis Steel, a boy at school.

With typical Irish features, the boy was red-haired, with freckles scattered all over his almost always red face. He was tall and had an athletic body maintained by the daily runs he did religiously. Like Victoria, he was uninhibited, self-assured and extremely popular at school.​

Together, the young people would make an ideal couple, one that some would say is enviable. Vicky just needed, however, to find a way to make him realize her interest, to the point where he would feel comfortable asking her out.

“I have an idea!” Vicky said to her sister, who, as usual, was lying on the bed in her room, reading a book.

— Victoria and her crazy ideas... — Liz said, without much excitement in her tone of voice.

— Seriously... look at me, Liz! — ordered her sister. — Tomorrow, as soon as Trevis scores a goal in the game, I’ll come and meet you and give you a kiss on the cheek. Then, just wait for your invitation to go out one of these days — said Vicky, arranging the strands of her curly hair that cascaded over her shoulders.

Looking up from her book, Liz watched her. She could not stop admiring her sister’s personality. “How could they be so similar in appearance and yet have such different personalities?” she thought to herself.

— What if he doesn't score a goal? — Liz asked, intrigued.

— He will score! — Vicky said, completely sure of herself.

—How can you be so sure? — Liz asked.

— It's simple: before he enters the field, I'm going to say that he's incapable of scoring a goal — said Vicky, winking.

And things happened exactly as Vicky had predicted. Trevis scored a goal and, after the kiss he received from the girl, he asked her out. The young man took her to the movies and it was there that they had their first kiss.

— No butterflies in my stomach or anything like that. But it was worth the experience, I must admit. Next time, I suggest you go in my place — Vicky said to her sister, who widened her eyes in response.​

— What do you mean? — Liz asked.

— Well, this isn't the first time we've reversed roles, is it? I know about our physical differences, but I believe that, even so, if we imitate each other's way of speaking, as well as their mannerisms, we'll be able to fool Trevis — Vicky said, objectively, as usual.

So, after much insistence, Elizabeth gave in to her sister's crazy idea. “Pretending to be Victoria wouldn't be a bad experience. On the contrary, it would be quite fun,” she concluded, finally.

Wearing one of the clothes Vicky had made and imitating her way of talking and walking, the shy girl was able to experience the sensations that only a first kiss can provide. The kiss, however, was just a detail in the middle of the plot. By taking on the role of her sister, imitating her way of talking, dressing, walking and behaving, Liz felt strong and confident, feelings that the shy and insecure young girl had never experienced. And at that moment, for the first time since she was born, she felt a pang of envy towards Vicky.

Trevis was the first of many boys that Victoria got involved with before attending university. He was also the first to have his heart shattered by the girl, who, at the first opportunity she had, dumped him without mercy. At first, the boy tried to reconcile, following Vicky around the school. When he finally realized it was in vain, he tried to pick up the pieces of his heart and move on, knowing that he would never forget his first love.

The same could not be said for Elizabeth. Romantic and sensitive, she would often find herself sighing in the corners of the house, remembering her first kiss. She remembered Trevis's full, warm lips touching hers, and his long, slender fingers delicately caressing her face, while he gazed at her with passionate eyes.​

Liz was in love, but she knew that winning him over, or rather, making him turn his eyes exclusively to her, and not to her sister, would be a hopeless struggle. Trevis only had eyes for Vicky. And he wasn't the only one.

One day, contrary to all her expectations, Trevis approached Elizabeth as she was leaving school and asked her out. Stunned, having been caught off guard, the girl could not even speak, having only nodded her head up and down like a pendulum, making it clear that she accepted the invitation. “I just need to talk to Vicky,” she thought to herself.

— Don't think twice. Go, and at the first opportunity you get, lose your virginity to Trevis. He's a good boy to start your sexual life with, because he's affectionate and kind — said the sister, as if starting a sexual life was a trivial thing.

— Do you want me to go to bed with Trevis? — Liz asked in disbelief.

— Well, why not? Like I said, Trevis is a good boy. He'll be kind to you — Vicky said.

— Have you lost your virginity yet? — Liz asked, clearly curious and eager to know more details.

— Yes. I lost it with Mike. It was a magical moment, but the magic only lasted as long as the act was happening. The sex itself was extraordinary. But that was it. No deeper feelings. Honestly, I haven’t met anyone who really made me feel the way they say we feel when we’re in love. The so-called “butterflies in the stomach” or something like that. However, I haven’t lost hope and I know that one day I’ll find someone... — Vicky said, smiling.​

— Why didn't you tell me? — Liz asked, then lowered her head, saddened that her sister hadn't shared such an experience she had lived through.

— Oh, Liz... if it had really been something significant, I would have told you. But like I said, it wasn’t anything major, really. I guess that’s why I didn’t tell you — Vicky said, without putting much emphasis on the subject.

— You make this subject seem so trivial... — Liz said.

— On the contrary, you are the one who gives it too much importance. Face it the way I do and you will face it in a gentler way, that is, without pressure, without many expectations, if you know what I mean... — Vicky stated.

And so, as always, the shy and introspective Liz followed her sister's advice, giving herself body and soul at the first opportunity she had to be alone with Trevis, that was when she was sure she had made the right choice.

Trevis was the first man Elizabeth kissed, the first she slept with, and later the only one she married, even though she knew that her heart would never belong to him, not completely. Liz, however, did not mind accepting so little, living on crumbs. She knew how to deal with such feelings, since Trevis was not the only one who notoriously harbored them, neglecting her over his sister. The important thing, for the romantic and passionate young woman, was that the boy would be hers, only hers. And that she, and not her twin sister, would become Mrs. Steel.
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CHAPTER 3
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— ARE YOU SURE? NOWADAYS, no one gets married at nineteen, Liz. Not even our parents got married at that age! — Vicky said, her tone mocking and indignant at the same time.

In Vicky's opinion, Liz was about to make the biggest mistake of her life, because, in addition to knowing that Trevis didn't love her as he should, getting married at that age meant having to give up her professional future, something unthinkable for the dreamy Victoria.

— I do. There is nothing I want more. I am sure that Trevis is the man of my life — replied Liz, who, for the first time, felt sure of herself and determined about the choice she had made.

— How can you be so sure? You've never been involved with other men to know if Trevis is really the ideal man — Vicky said, rolling her eyes in disapproval.

Deep down, the sister knew that this argument wouldn't make Liz change her mind, but she was trying anyway. She wanted to protect her, as she had always done since their births.

— I feel that. And that feeling is enough to accept the marriage proposal — said Liz, putting an end to that conversation, which she found to be unpleasant.

So, even against her twin sister's advice, Elizabeth married Trevis, becoming Mrs. Steel, as she had dreamed.

Her parents, initially opposed to the idea, soon supported her decision, because they respected their daughter's preferences and because the young man she was going to marry belonged to a traditional and wealthy Irish family, owner of an old local food industry, and also seemed to be well-intentioned. Materially, they knew that Liz would lack nothing, which, in their opinion, was already halfway to her happiness.

On her wedding day, Elizabeth lit up. Her eyes, which were usually lifeless, shone so brightly that they lit up the ballroom like beacons of light. Not even the glamorous dress that Vicky had created and worn to the event, made of pistachio green satin with sheer trim, rhinestones and a deep neckline at the back, had been able to overshadow the beauty of Liz, who was wearing a simple white silk wedding dress. Her sister had offered to design and make her wedding dress, but Elizabeth had refused, under the pretext of not wanting to bother her, when in fact she did not want the dress to be appreciated more than the bride. For the first time since she was born, Elizabeth was the center of the Walsh sisters' attention and the feeling she felt was pleasurable and gratifying, to the point of keeping a smile on her face, even when she had no reason to. And, seeing her like this, so happy, in love and fulfilled, her family and friends did nothing but support her decision to get married so young and wish her the best in her new phase of life.
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A FEW MONTHS AFTER the intimate wedding ceremony that brought Trevis and Elizabeth together, Victoria moved to New York, in the United States. She wanted to study fashion at university and, without a shadow of a doubt, that was the perfect place for that.​

While Vicky was exploring and falling in love with the fashion industry, attending events for the most renowned brands around the world, Liz was dedicating herself to studying literature and art. Newly married, she divided her time between household chores, caring for her husband and studying literature at university, which she was studying in Dublin, the capital of Ireland. She was increasingly passionate about the course and certain that she had made the right choice.

The world of the Walsh sisters, once intertwined and separate, slowly began to unravel and become unique and different, in keeping with their notoriously different personalities.

As expected, Victoria opted for the bold, different and unknown, and especially for luxury and glamour. Liz, on the other hand, opted for the traditional, the safe and the simplicity and grandeur of the art of teaching.

However, even though they were separated by an ocean, the sisters made a point of talking to each other daily, through video calls, which they made through WhatsApp, “holy modernity”, as they liked to emphasize in their conversations.

Liz's married life was secure, and it wasn't long before monotony took over the Steel family's daily routine. Trevis proved to be a good husband, an excellent housekeeper, and a respectable worker. As soon as he finished high school, he went to work for the family food company, and his modern outlook was boosting the business. Everything was going swimmingly in Liz's life, from the point of view of others, of course.

In her daily conversations with her sister, she had little new to tell, since nothing glamorous or extraordinary happened in her monotonous and almost always predictable routine. With Vicky, it was different. Every chance she got, she wouldn't stop talking for a second about her discoveries, trying to tell her sister, in as much detail as possible, about the new experiences she was having in that fascinating city and in the glamorous and luxurious world of fashion.​

Liz was a good listener and looked forward to her sister's calls, celebrating her achievements and being entertained by her news.

And so the Walsh sisters walked, each in their own world, but more united than ever.
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VICTORIA HAD LANDED an internship as a fashion assistant at a renowned Italian magazine based in New York, and was dazzled by everything she saw and learned day after day, and it didn't take long for her to stand out among her colleagues, due to her innate instinct for recognizing beauty and innovation.

By combining theory with practice, in her first year at college, Vicky learned to recognize the texture of fabrics, how dresses are made, and how to move in a creative industry, producing sophisticated and beautiful work, by letting herself be carried away almost solely by her unquestionable natural talent. Amidst fabrics, scissors, threads, and needles, she felt more fulfilled and creative than ever.

But Victoria wasn't the only one who did well in the field she had chosen to work in. Elizabeth also had her merits, although infinitely more modest. She was a dedicated and diligent student and focused her energy on her studies. She had no doubt that, as soon as she graduated in literature, she would get a job as a teacher, preferably at the school where she had studied as a child and teenager. She wanted to make her way in that institution and, perhaps, become a director.​

Each with their own focus, the Walshes followed their professional paths, and their parents had no doubt that they both did well in what they did.
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VICKY SPENT HER SUMMER vacation in Naas with her family during her final year of college. As soon as she arrived, her family noticed a significant change not only in her appearance, but also in the way she carried herself and communicated. Her walk, which used to be full of confidence, became even more firm and elegant, as if she were constantly parading. Everything she wore shone and reminded her of glamour and luxury. She was not afraid to be daring or different, always experimenting with colors, styles and textures that she believed represented her personality. Without a doubt, Vicky belonged to the fashion world, just as the stars belong to the sky.

At the first opportunity they had, the sisters quietly escaped from their parents' living room and locked themselves in the bedroom they had shared for years. Their mother had kept it exactly as it was when they lived in the house. She had not removed the posters of their favorite rock bands, which were applied to the pink painted walls, nor the many photographs, which they had attached to the panel hanging above a large white wooden desk. And she was irritated by her husband's suggestion to keep the stuffed animals scattered around the beds, as they were part of the bedroom's decor. Keeping the twins' bedroom intact, that is, in the exact shape they had left it, gave Kiara hope that, at any moment, one of her daughters would return to live in that home, that one day they would return to the nest she had built with so much love.​

Sitting on the bed, Liz picked up her old and inseparable yellow teddy bear, which she called Brownie, and hugged it tenderly, while she watched her sister taking several white bottles out of her handbag.

— Are you sick? — Liz asked, seeing her swallowing a significant amount of medicine capsules of the most varied colors.

— No. Why? — Vicky asked, not understanding the question.

— Well, he just took who knows how many medicine capsules. He must be sick. Should I be worried? — Liz asked.

— Oh, are you referring to this? — Vicky said, pointing to the medicine bottles. — No. Don’t worry. They are capsules of collagen, biotin, omega-3, resveratrol, organic silicon, beta-carotene, hyaluronic acid and vitamins C and B2. Basic beauty kit. It’s good for your skin and hair. No self-respecting woman these days can afford to stop taking them daily. In fact, I suggest you do the same, because, let’s face it, your skin is dull and lifeless, as is your hair. You’re beautiful, Liz, but you need to take care of yourself — Vicky said, with a caring but authoritative tone of voice. — And there’s more: none of this will work if you don’t use the appropriate creams for your skin type, both in the morning and before going to bed. I brought some extra bottles for you. We have to take care of ourselves, if we don't want to run the risk of reaching forty looking like an old woman in her eighties, which, let's face it, is awful — said Vicky, smiling.

— I like my skin and hair the way they are... — Liz replied. In fact, before that conversation, her hair and skin had never been a problem for her sister, who was not vain.

— As I said, you are beautiful, but you must preserve that beauty, and there are several ways to do so. I love you and I want to see you always beautiful and happy — said Vicky, with a wide smile on her face, then leaving the room.​

As soon as her sister left, Liz ran to look at herself in the mirror. “Yeah... maybe this isn’t a bad idea. My skin and hair really need some TLC,” she thought to herself, as she ran her hands through her face and hair.

When Liz joined the others in the living room, she noticed that Trevis’s eyes were fixed on his sister, who was constantly chattering and gesturing with her hands, as usual. Her husband looked like a serpent, staring at the flute that was Vicky. “He still loves her...” he concluded, with deep regret.

The fact that her husband still loved her sister and that Liz was nothing more than a consolation prize never bothered her. But at that moment, for the second time, she felt a strong pang of envy towards Victoria. She was so independent, modern, confident and beautiful, completely different from herself, and it was no wonder that Trevis had fallen in love with her. However, there was no room for complaints, since a few years ago she had agreed to marry him, even though she knew that his heart belonged to Vicky. It was a conscious choice, and she had only to deal with the consequences, even if they were painful.

The family gathering had been extremely pleasant. The food that Kiara had served, as usual, was tasty and succulent, which earned her several compliments, especially from the glutton Robert and his ever-sycophantic son-in-law. The wine that the Walsh couple served seemed to have been made to order to be enjoyed with the dish, such was the harmony in the combination of flavors. Once satisfied, everyone walked to the living room, where they remained for hours, by the fireplace and with their glasses of wine, listening to the stories that Vicky told about the behind-the-scenes of the fashion world and the famous people she had had the opportunity to meet at the events she attended. With the exception of Liz, who would glance sideways at her husband every now and then, no one dared to blink while their sister spoke, such was the fascination of her stories and the energetic way in which Vick told them.​
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