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Cervical cancer doesn’t hurt, but it WILL KILL YOU!

Get a cervical smear to live and enjoy sex for longer!




CHAPTER 1

Hot wind winnowed my hair as I drove my convertible down the promenade. Ariana Grande blared from the speakers. I couldn’t think of a song more fitting for my current predicament than “Break Free.” “If you want it, take it,” sang the pop star, and I bobbed my head to each word, cranking up the volume.

It was my birthday. I was getting older and should probably be feeling depressed, but the truth was that I felt more alive than ever. As I stopped the car, waiting for the light to turn green, the chorus began. The bass boomed, and I couldn’t have felt happier. I sang along.

“ ‘This is the part when I say I don’t want ya. I’m stronger than I’ve been before,’ ” I shouted with Ariana, waving my arms. A young man stopped his car next to mine. He sent me a flirtatious smile, tapping a hand on the steering wheel to the rhythm of the song. Aside from the loud music and my loud singing, what must have caught his eye was my outfit. Its scantiness, to be precise.

I wore a black bikini that perfectly complemented the color of my purple Plymouth Prowler. To be honest, there weren’t many things that didn’t complement that car. It was perfect. The beautiful, rare vehicle had been my birthday present. I suspected the gifts wouldn’t stop coming anytime soon—that my man wouldn’t stop showering me with presents—but I hoped against reason that this one had been the last.

It all began a month before. I would get something new each day. My thirtieth birthday required something special, and thirty gifts would apparently do the trick. I rolled my eyes and stepped on the accelerator as soon as the light turned green.

A few moments later, I parked the car, grabbed my bag, and headed to the beach. The weather was sweltering hot, and I intended to make the most of it. Reach my limits. Sunbathe until I’d had more than enough. Taking a sip of iced tea through a drinking straw, I plodded across the waterfront, relishing the feeling of the hot sand on my feet.

“Happy birthday, old girl!” my man shouted. I turned around and a geyser of Moët Rosé exploded in my face.

“The hell do you think you’re doing?!” I screamed through bouts of laughter, trying to escape the fizzy stream. Without effect. He chased me with the bottle spewing out its pressurized content. When it was empty, he threw himself at me and toppled me to the ground.

“Happy birthday,” he whispered. “I love you.”

His tongue slid between my lips and started its dance. I moaned in pleasure, wrapping my arms around his neck and spreading my legs, as he took his place between them, hips slowly twisting.

He laced his fingers with mine and pinned my arms to the ground, pulling away his head and fixing me with an amused stare.

“I have something for you.” He wiggled his eyebrows and got up, pulling me with him.

“What do you know,” I muttered, rolling my eyes behind the dark barrier of my sunglasses. He reached out and took them off. His face grew serious.

“I’d like you to…,” he stammered as I watched on. He took a deep breath and knelt before me, extending his hands cupped around a small box. “Marry me,” said Nacho, his lips spreading in a wide grin. “I wanted to say something smart and romantic, but most of all I wanted to say something that would convince you.”

I inhaled, but he raised his hand. I said nothing.

“Before you say anything, Laura, please consider. A proposal isn’t marriage. And marriage doesn’t have to be forever.” He prodded me gently with the little box.

“Remember, I don’t want to make you do anything against your will. I’ll never order you around. Say ‘yes’ only if you want it.”

A silence descended on the both of us for a long while. He waited patiently for my reply. He got none. “If you refuse, though, I’ll send Amelia after you.”

I couldn’t take my eyes off him. I was scared, worried, awestruck, and… happy.

If anyone had told me during last New Year’s Eve that I would end up where I was, I would have burst out in laughter. I thought about it and laughed, but inwardly. And if a year ago, when Massimo had kidnapped me, anyone had suggested that I would find myself on Tenerife with that colorfully tattooed boy at my feet, I would have bet everything that such a thing was simply impossible. Well, impossible is nothing, as they say. The thought of what had happened eight months before was still chilling, but—thank God (or rather, Dr. Mendoza)—at least I could finally sleep. But after so much time and with that kind of company in bed, it really wasn’t that surprising.






CHAPTER 2

When I opened my eyes for the first time after I had closed them in Fernando Matos’s mansion, I saw the miles and miles of plastic tubes around me, piercing my skin and tunneling underneath it. There were what seemed like dozens of machines monitoring my life signs. Everything whirred, buzzed, beeped. I wanted to swallow, but I had a pipe stuck down my throat. I was afraid I’d throw up. My eyes glazed over. I was beginning to panic. Then, one of the machines blared with some kind of alarm. The door to the room swung open, and Massimo stormed in, panting. He sat down at my side and took my hand.

“My love.” His eyes watered. “Thank God!”

His face was a mask of exhaustion—thinner than I remembered. The Man in Black took a deep breath and stroked my cheek. I completely forgot about the suffocating pipe in my throat. Tears rolled down my face, and he wiped each one off, keeping his lips pressed against the back of my hand. Suddenly, a group of nurses marched in and finally silenced the shrieking alarm.

Then the doctors arrived.

“You need to leave, Mr. Torricelli. We’ll take good care of your wife,” an elderly man dressed in a white doctor’s coat said. When Massimo didn’t react, he repeated the request.

The Man in Black pushed himself up and loomed over the older man. His expression was cold and his glare piercing and terrible.

“For the first time in two weeks, my wife has opened her eyes. If you think I’ll leave, you are gravely mistaken,” he growled. The doctor waved his arm dismissively. They quickly pulled the thick pipe out of my throat. It wasn’t pleasant. Massimo really would do better if he didn’t have to watch this. But here we were. A moment later, doctors of all types and specializations started coming and going, checking the readouts and jotting things down in their notebooks. Then there were the examinations.

The unending examinations.

Not even for a second did Massimo leave the room or let go of my hand. There were moments when I wanted him to go, but I was helpless. There was nothing in the world that could move him from his place at my side. Eventually, all the doctors left. I could barely speak, but I needed to know what had happened. Why was I here? I took a deep breath and started to talk, but my voice was a raspy horror.

“Shh. Don’t speak,” the Man in Black whispered, kissing the back of my hand again. “Before you start asking questions… probing…” He sighed and blinked away tears. “You saved me, Laura. You saved me just like in one of my visions, my darling.”

He dropped his eyes. I didn’t understand.

“But…”

He was trying to say more, but couldn’t. The words just didn’t come. That’s when it dawned on me. I knew what he meant.

With shaky hands, I plowed through the sheets. Massimo tried catching my wrists, but he stopped, unwilling to fight me. He released his grip on my hands.

“Luca,” I whispered, uncovering my bandaged abdomen. “Where is our son?”

My voice was barely a whisper, and each word caused me physical pain. I wanted to scream, jump to my feet and wail. I needed to ask him that one question. I needed him to tell me the truth.

He rose slowly, took the sheets in his hands, and gently covered my broken body. His eyes were dead. As he directed his cold stare at me again, I felt a wave of terror and despair.

“He’s dead,” Massimo said and turned away.

“The bullet hit too low. And he was still so small and completely defenseless. He didn’t stand a chance.” My husband’s voice was rough and shaky. I couldn’t name my own feelings then. Despair wasn’t even close. It was as if somebody had ripped my heart out. The paroxysms of weeping made me breathless. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to swallow the bile that rose in my throat. My child. My baby. My little son, who was a part of me and the man that I loved. Gone. The whole world stopped.

Massimo stood in perfect stillness for a long while. Finally, he wiped away his tears and turned back to me.

“At least you’re alive.” He tried to smile, but failed. “Get some sleep. The doctors say you need to rest.” He stroked my hair and wiped away the tears from my cheeks. “We’ll have other kids. A whole bunch of them. I promise you.”

I couldn’t contain my anguish at those words, and exploded with tears again.

The Man in Black looked resigned. His breathing was shallow, and I could see how helpless he felt. His hands balled into fists, and he left without so much as looking at me. A moment later, he returned with another physician.

“Laura, I will administer some sedatives now,” said the doctor.

I couldn’t speak, so just shook my head.

“But it is required. You need to rest. Enough emotions for one day,” said the older man, shooting a critical glance at Massimo.

He squirted something from a syringe into one of the drips, and I immediately felt my eyelids growing heavy.

“I’ll be here.” Massimo sat on the bed and reached for my hand. I started dozing off. “I promise. I’ll be here when you wake up.” And he was there each and every time I woke up and opened my eyes before going under. He didn’t leave me. Not even for a moment. He read to me, brought me movies, brushed my hair. Washed me. He did that when I was unconscious, too, shooing away the nurses each time they attempted to draw near me. I briefly wondered how he coped with the fact that the doctors that had operated on me were men.

From what Massimo told me, I had been shot in the kidney. It couldn’t be saved. Fortunately, any healthy human has two of those, and living with a single kidney isn’t impossible. Provided that the one you’re left with works. During the operation, my heart gave out. It wasn’t surprising in and of itself. What was, was that the surgeons managed to jump-start it again. Apparently, they unclogged one thing, sewed together another, cut out something else, and—all in all—that did it. The leading surgeon spoke to me at length about the procedure, pointing to various data and graphs on spreadsheets. My English wasn’t good enough for me to understand the details, though. Truth be told, I didn’t care much. What counted was that I was going to get out of the hospital soon. Each day I felt better. My body was healing quickly, but… my mind was another matter. I felt dead inside. The word “baby” disappeared from my lexicon, as did the name “Luca.” A single mention of the child—or any child, for that matter—and I drowned in tears. I talked to Massimo, and he opened up to me more than ever before. The only topic he refused to comment on was New Year’s Eve. And it was starting to get on my nerves. Two days before my planned discharge, I couldn’t stand it anymore.

The Man in Black had just placed a tray of food before me and rolled up his sleeves.

“I won’t eat,” I said, crossing my arms. “We need to talk. And you can’t refuse, saying I’m still too weak to hear it. I’m feeling great. I have the right to know what happened in Fernando Matos’s mansion!”

Massimo put the spoon down, took a deep breath, and stood up. His nostrils flared.

“Why do you have to be so stubborn?” He shot me an angry glare, wiped his face with a hand, and took a step back. “All right, then. How much do you remember?” His voice was resigned.

I dug through the recesses of my memory, recalling Nacho. My heart skipped a beat. I swallowed loudly and exhaled slowly.

“I remember being beaten by that son of a bitch. Flavio.” Massimo’s jaw tightened.

“And then you came.”

I closed my eyes, hoping this might help me recall something more.

“Then there was some commotion, and everybody left. We were alone.”

I paused, hesitating.

“I walked toward you… I remember my head hurting badly… and then nothing.”

I shrugged apologetically and looked at him.

He was fuming. This whole situation and my recollection must have made him feel guilty. And guilt wasn’t something he was prepared to cope with. He paced around the room, balling his fists. His chest heaved.

“Flavio. He shot Fernando and then shot at Marcelo.”

I stopped breathing.

“He missed,” Massimo added, and I sighed with relief. He looked at me, surprised. I winced, pretending to be in pain. I placed a hand on my chest and nodded at him to continue.

“That bald motherfucker killed him. Or at least he thought so. Flavio fell and bled over everything. That’s when you fainted.”

He stopped for a moment, his fists balled so hard his knuckles went white.

“I wanted to catch you, but he got one more shot off.”

My eyes bulged. I couldn’t breathe or say anything. It must have looked bad. Massimo surged to the bed and put a hand on my cheek, quickly checking my vitals on the screen. I was in shock. How could Nacho shoot me? That was something I couldn’t wrap my head around.

“See? This is why I didn’t want to talk about it,” Massimo growled as one of the machines chimed in alarm. A nurse barged into the room momentarily, followed by a couple of doctors. They fussed around me, but a moment later and another syringe emptied into my drip, and I was calm again. This time, it didn’t put me under. I felt numb. I could see and understand everything, but couldn’t really react. I’m a lotus flower on the surface of a lake, I thought dumbly as I let myself relax, watching Massimo explain what had happened to the physician. The man gestured wildly, shouting back at my husband. Oh, Doc, you wouldn’t have the balls to talk back to him if you knew who he is, I thought, smiling faintly. The two men discussed something, and after a while Massimo backed down, nodding and dropping his head. A while later, we were alone.

“What happened next?” I asked, my words slurred.

The Man in Black thought for a while, watching me closely. I smiled at him with an expression of a junkie who’d just gotten his fix. He shook his head.

“Unfortunately, Flavio came to and shot you.”

Flavio. It had been Flavio. I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. Massimo must have downplayed it as an aftereffect of the medication the doctor had administered. He continued.

“Marcelo killed him. Massacred, more like. He emptied his entire clip at the man.” He snorted derisively and shook his head. “I was tending to you when he did it. Domenico went to get help. The room was soundproof, so nobody outside heard anything. Marcelo brought a first-aid kit. Then the ambulance came. You lost a lot of blood.” Massimo stood up again. “That’s it.”

“And now? What will happen now?” I asked, squinting to clear my vision.

“Now we go home.” He smiled for the first time that day.

“I’m asking about the Spaniards. About your business,” I added, reclining on the bed.

Massimo shot me a wary glance. He didn’t answer for a long while. I fixed my eyes on his face.

“Am I safe or will someone else kidnap me?” I asked irritably.

“Let’s just say I set things straight with Marcelo. The whole house was riddled with electronics. Cameras and recording devices.” The Man in Black dropped his head and closed his eyes.

“I watched the recording and heard what Flavio said. I know the Matos family was framed. Fernando didn’t know about what Flavio was intending. By kidnapping you, Marcelo made a big mistake.” He opened his eyes and they flashed with fury. “But I know he saved your life and took care of you.” He shook and growled. “I can’t stand the thought of you…” He paused as I looked on, stupefied. “There will be no peace!” he roared then shot up, grabbed the chair he had been sitting on, and smashed it against the wall.

“My son is dead and my wife nearly so. All because of that man!” His breathing was quick and shallow. “When I watched the recording of that vile fucker torturing you… If I could, I would have killed him a thousand times for that!”

Massimo went down on his knees in the middle of the room, his back stooped.

“I can’t stand the fact that I didn’t protect you. That I allowed that bald bastard to take you and lead you to the place where that degenerate put his filthy hands on you.”

“He didn’t know,” I whispered. “Nacho had no idea what they were planning.”

Massimo’s hate-filled glare pinned me into place.

“You defend him?” he growled, then shot up and jumped toward me. “You defend him after all he’s done?”

He loomed over me, panting. His eyes were completely black.

I stared into them, feeling nothing. I didn’t feel anger or hate or anything else. Strange. The drugs I had been given had washed away all my emotions. The only sign of what was happening in my head, under the surface, was the tears streaking down my cheeks.

“I just don’t want you to have enemies. It always leads to me being hurt,” I said and immediately regretted it. This was an accusation. Without intending it to sound like that, I had just told him that everything that had happened was his fault.

Massimo sighed and went quiet. He bit his lip. I could clearly see a silent plea for forgiveness in his eyes. He rose, turned his back on me, and went to the door.

“I’ll go get you discharged,” he whispered and left.

I wanted to call him, ask him to stay, apologize and tell him that I didn’t mean it, but the words stuck in my throat. As the door closed, I lay there in silence, immobile, staring at the ceiling. Finally, I fell asleep.



My bladder woke me up. I had recently learned to appreciate this feeling and the fact that I could finally visit the restroom on my own. Each visit was an invariable source of exultation. My catheter had been removed, and the doctor had said that walking would do me good and that I should stretch my legs at least a couple of times each day, so I had developed a habit of taking short walks. Accompanied by my IV stand.

I took my time in the restroom, as lugging the five-foot pole with me everywhere wasn’t exactly comfortable or easy. Especially since I had to manage on my own. Massimo was nowhere to be seen. The first day of my stay at the hospital, he had ordered the staff to bring in an additional bed, where he would sleep. Money talks, as they say, so it hadn’t been a problem. If he had asked them for antique furniture and a piano, they’d have brought them in, too. The sheets on the second bed were untouched, which meant that Massimo had had some urgent business he’d had to take care of during the night. Business more urgent than taking care of me.

I wasn’t sleepy anymore. I had slept through the day. I decided to go on an adventure and roam around the corridors on my own. Passing through the door, I latched on to the wall to keep myself upright. I stuck my head out and snorted in laughter as two tall security guards shot up to their feet at the sight of me. I waved them away and headed down the corridor, the IV pole trailing behind me. Both men followed me. I had another fit of laughter when I realized how ridiculous we must have looked. I, in my bright bathrobe and pink Emus on my feet, with tousled blond hair, leaning on the metal drip stand, followed by two burly guards in their black suits and with swept-back hair. I couldn’t walk at anything even resembling a brisk pace, so our little procession moved slowly, in a stately manner.

After a moment, I had to sit down and regain my strength. My body was still too weak for such long treks. My companions stopped a couple of steps back. They moved their heads, looking for threats, but found nothing that could be seen as overtly dangerous, so they started talking. It was late in the night, but the corridor was far from empty. A nurse approached me and asked if everything was okay. I nodded and explained that I was just having a rest. She left.

After some time, I got up intending to return to my room, when I noticed a familiar figure down the hall. She was standing by a large window.

“Impossible,” I whispered and headed the woman’s way. “Amelia?”

She pulled away from the glass pane and looked at me, smiling weakly.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, surprised.

“Waiting,” she replied, pointing her chin at something behind the glass.

I followed her with my eyes and saw a room filled with incubators. There were babies in each of them. So small. Some barely larger than an open palm. They looked like little dolls, just pierced with cables and tubes. Suddenly, I felt weak. Luca, I thought. He would be tiny like that. My eyes teared up, and I couldn’t breathe. I squeezed my eyes shut and opened them again, turning my head toward Amelia. I took a good look at her. She was wearing a bathrobe. She was a patient, too.

“Pablo was born too early,” she said, wiping her nose with the sleeve of her robe. There were wet streaks running down her cheeks.

“When I learned what happened to Father and…”

Her voice broke. I knew what she wanted to tell me. I reached out and wrapped my arm around her. Was I trying to cheer her up, or was that for my own sake? My bodyguards took a few steps back, giving us a bit of privacy. Amelia rested her head on my shoulder. She wept. I didn’t know what she knew. Probably her brother had spared her from the gruesome details.

“I-I’m sorry for what happened to your husband,” I stammered, the words leaving my mouth in a whisper. I wasn’t sorry. I was happy that Nacho had shot him.

“He wasn’t really my husband,” she replied. “I just called him that. I wanted him to marry me.”

She sniffed and straightened up.

“How are you feeling?” Her eyes were full of concern. She looked at my stomach.

“Laura!” The growl from behind us wasn’t a good sign.

I spun around and saw Massimo, fuming, storming our way.

“I’ve got to go. I’ll find you,” I whispered, then let her go and headed back to my husband.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he asked irritably and sat me down in a wheelchair. Then, in Italian, he berated the two ogres, who dropped their eyes meekly. We returned to my room.

Massimo took me in his arms and placed me on the bed, covering me with the comforter. He wouldn’t be himself if he hadn’t kept babbling about how irresponsible I was and how such carefree behavior would put me in danger.

“Who was that girl?” he asked, hanging his blazer on the back of a chair.

“Mother of one of the preemies,” I replied, turning my head away. “She’s not sure if the baby’ll make it.” My voice broke. I knew he wouldn’t press. Not when I talked about a child.

“Why did you even go to that ward?” he asked with reproach. I didn’t respond. The only thing that broke the silence was my husband’s heavy breathing.

“You should rest,” he said finally.

“We’re going home tomorrow.”

It was a difficult night. I slept restlessly, dreaming about children, incubators, and pregnant women. I hoped that at least at home there would be something to keep my mind off the dark thoughts that plagued me. In the morning, I just couldn’t wait for Massimo to leave me alone and go pester the doctors who were having a meeting about my discharge. They weren’t too happy to hear that I was leaving already. My treatment wasn’t finished. They did agree to let me go after they wrote a detailed treatment plan and made Massimo promise he’d stick to it no matter what. They were all Sicilians, though we were still on Tenerife.

I decided to use that bit of time to go see Amelia. I put on the comfy sweatpants and shirt Massimo had left me, grabbed a pair of shoes, and went to the door. I stuck my head out carefully. To my relief, there was nobody around. There was a brief moment where I felt unease. Maybe someone had been here, killed my guards, and was now coming for me. I quickly settled down, remembering where we were. I was safe. I headed down the corridor.

“I’m looking for my sister,” I said, stopping at the reception desk at the maternity ward. An older nurse perched on a revolving stool behind the counter said something in Spanish, rolled her eyes, and went somewhere. A moment later, a younger woman took her place. She smiled.

“What can I help you with?” she asked in English.

“I’m looking for my sister. Amelia Matos. She’s a patient here. Premature birth.”

The woman glanced at her monitor and gave me the room number, pointing me in the right direction.

A moment later, I stopped at the door, ready to knock. What the hell am I doing? I thought. I’m going to visit a girl whose man kidnapped and tortured me. Who was now dead. And I’m going to ask her how she feels? This was just too surreal. I couldn’t believe what I was about to do.

“Laura?” I heard someone behind me saying. I turned around. It was Amelia. She stood right next to me with a bottle of water in her hand.

“I came to check on you,” I mumbled.

She opened the door and went in, pulling me along. The room was larger than mine. It had an adjoining living room and an additional bedroom. It was an apartment. The scent of lilies filled the air. There were hundreds of them everywhere.

“My brother brings me a fresh bouquet every day.” She sighed and sat down. I felt paralyzed. Panicking, I looked around and took a step back.

“Don’t worry. He’s gone for today,” she said, sending me a curious look. “He told me everything.”

“What did he say?” I asked, sitting in the armchair facing Amelia.

She dropped her head. The woman looked like a shadow of herself. There was no sign of the beautiful, lively girl I had known.

“I know you weren’t together and that my father ordered him to kidnap you. Marcelo was supposed to keep you comfortable and care for you.”

She leaned in closer. “I’m not stupid, Laura. I know what Fernando Matos did for a living. I know who my family are. But I didn’t know Flavio was in on it…” She paused, looked at my stomach, and shivered. “How is the baby…,” she started, but grew silent, seeing my eyes watering. She shut her eyes, and I saw the first tears flowing down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “You lost your baby because of my family.”

“Its not your fault, Amelia. You’re not the one who should apologize,” I said as calmly as I could. “We can both thank our men for that. You should thank yours for the fact that Pablo is now fighting for his life, and I should thank mine for my even being here in the first place.” I had never spoken this way aloud. The bitterness in my words shocked me. This was the first time I’d voiced my resentment toward Massimo. I wasn’t being entirely honest with Amelia. The only man fully responsible for all that had been Flavio… but I didn’t want to bring her down even more.

“How is your baby doing?” I asked, stifling a sob. I wanted all the best for the kid and his mother, but the words didn’t come lightly.

“I think he’s getting better.” She smiled. “My brother took care of everything, as you can see. He bribed or terrorized the doctors into submission. They treat me well. Pablo has the best care available, and he’s getting stronger by the day.” We talked for a few minutes more, but then I realized that if the Man in Black saw me here, there would be trouble.

“I need to go, Amelia. We’re returning to Sicily today.”

I pushed myself up with a quiet moan.

“Wait, Laura. There is one more thing…” I shot her a look. “Marcelo… I’d like to talk about my brother.”

My eyes widened as Amelia started talking.

“I don’t want you to hate him. I think he—”

“I have nothing against the man,” I cut in, afraid of what she was about to say. “Seriously. Give him my best. I have to go now,” I added and practically ran out of the room, placing a quick kiss on her cheek and giving her a brief hug.

In the corridor, I leaned against the wall, trying to slow my breathing. I felt nauseous, and there was a searing pain in my chest, but I couldn’t hear my heart, which was a strange new sensation. There was none of that deafening thrum in my head that always accompanied my panic attacks. For a moment I considered returning to Amelia’s room and asking her to finish what she was going to say, but I stopped myself. Instead, I headed toward my room.






CHAPTER 3

“Motherfuck!” exclaimed Olga, thundering into my bedroom and seeing me still in bed. “How long do I have to wait for you, bitch?!”

She threw herself at me, arms outstretched, but stopped halfway, remembering just how many stitches I had in me. She knelt on the bed instead, fixed me with a stare, tried her best to keep a straight face, and burst out crying.

“I was so afraid for you!” she cried. “When they kidnapped you, I wanted… I didn’t know what…,” she sobbed uncontrollably.

I grabbed her hand and patted it gently as Olga snuggled against me and cried.

“I was supposed to stop you from crying, not the other way around.” She wiped away her tears and raised her eyes to look at me.

“You’re so thin,” she moaned. “How are you feeling?”

“Not counting the pain after all the surgeries, the fact that I missed a month and that I lost my baby… I’m feeling great, thank you.” She must have heard the sarcasm in my voice, as she dropped her head. For a long while, she kept quiet, thinking. Finally, she breathed in.

“Massimo didn’t tell your parents.” She grimaced. “Your mother is going batshit crazy with fear, and he’s stringing her along. When they wanted to say goodbye to you when they were leaving, he told me to tell them… Can you imagine? He told me to lie to them! I told them that Massimo got you a surprise trip and staged a kidnapping.” She raised her eyebrows.

“Pretty fucking crazy, right? His story was that he kidnapped you and took you to the Caribbean as a Christmas present. It’s far, and the reception there is shit, so that’s convenient. I fed that bullshit to your mother for three weeks straight. Each time she called. Sometimes she didn’t believe me, so I wrote her on Facebook—as you, of course.” Olga shrugged. “But she’s not that stupid.”

She lay down next to me and hid her face in her hands.

“Do you have any idea what that was like? Each lie led to two others. Each story was less believable than the last.”

“So what did you end up with?” I asked.

“That you’re doing business on Tenerife, and you lost your phone.”

I shook my head, shooting her a glance. And here we go again. I’ll have to lie to my mother once more, I thought.

“Give me your phone. Massimo didn’t give me back my own.”

“That’s because I had it all along,” she replied, fishing out my smartphone from the nightstand drawer. “When they took you, I found it in a corridor back at that hotel.”

She sat up.

“You know what? I think I’m going to leave you alone now.”

I nodded and took the phone from her, selecting “Mom” from the contacts list. Should I tell her the truth? Or should I lie? And if I lied, what should I tell her? After a moment of deliberation, I decided that honesty would simply be too cruel. Especially now, when everything was finally in order, and she was starting to really like my husband. I took a deep breath and dialed Mom’s number.

“Laura!” My mother’s shrill cry practically exploded my skull. “Why didn’t you call earlier? I was so scared! Your father was worried too…”

“I’m okay,” I lied, feeling tears pooling in my eyes. “We only just returned. I lost my phone.”

“I don’t get it. What’s going on?” I knew she’d see through my deception at once. I also knew I had to tell her sooner or later.

“I had an accident…” I sighed. She said nothing. “I drove a car, and someone crashed into me and…”

My voice broke. Tears cascaded down my face.

“And…” I tried to finish the sentence again and failed. A great sob burst out of my mouth. “I lost the baby, Mommy!”

The terrible silence stretched. She was crying, too. I knew it.

“Oh, my sweet little girl,” she whispered. She wouldn’t be able to say anything more.

“Mommy, I…”

Neither of us was able to talk, so we stayed quiet and cried together. And though we were thousands of miles apart, I could feel her with me.

“I’ll come,” she said finally. “I’ll be there with you.”

“No, Mom. I have… We have to cope with this on our own. Massimo needs me more than ever now. And I him. I’ll come to you as soon as I feel a bit better.”

It took a long while to convince her that I’m really an adult and have a husband who I should support in this difficult time. In the end, she conceded defeat.

Our talk was cathartic, but at the same time, when we finally hung up, I felt exhausted. I fell asleep. A commotion from downstairs woke me up. The fireplace crackled with fire. I got up and headed to the door. I saw Massimo, tossing more wood into the fireplace. I closed my fingers on the railing and slowly descended the stairs. My husband was wearing suit trousers and a button-down black shirt. I stopped, and he raised his head and looked at me.

“Why did you get up?” he mumbled and took a step back, vaulting over the couch and staring into the fire. “You need to rest. Go back to bed.”

“Not without you,” I said, sitting down next to him.

“I can’t sleep with you.” Massimo grabbed the nearly empty bottle and poured himself another glass of amber liquor. “I could hurt you. And I’ve hurt you enough.”

I sighed heavily and lifted his arm, squeezing myself in to snuggle, but he slid back.

“What happened on Tenerife?”

There was a hint of accusation in his voice and something else. Something I had never heard from him.

“Are you drunk?” I turned his head toward me.

His eyes stared into mine. There was anger in them.

“You didn’t answer my question!” He raised his voice.

Thoughts traveled at the speed of light through my head. Especially one question: Does he know? Had someone told him what had happened at the beach house? How could he know I had a thing for Nacho?

“You didn’t answer me, either.”

I got up. Too fast. Pain flared through my side, and I grabbed the armrest of the couch to steady myself.

“But you don’t have to say anything. You’re hammered. I don’t want to talk to you.”

“You will!” he snapped, shooting up behind me.

“You’re my goddamned wife and you will answer my questions!”

He flailed his arm, smashing the glass on the floor. Shards flew all over the room. I cringed. He loomed over me, his jaw tightening and palms balled into fists. I said nothing. I was scared. When I didn’t respond, Massimo spun around and left.

There was glass everywhere. I sat down on the couch, afraid to walk barefoot through the room. A memory materialized in my head out of nowhere: Nacho collecting pieces of a broken plate so I didn’t hurt myself. I recalled him lifting me up and carrying me away before brushing the pieces off the floor.

“Dear God,” I whispered, afraid of what my mind was suggesting.

I curled on the couch, grabbing a blanket and pulling it over myself. I looked into the fire and quickly fell asleep. The next days, or weeks, looked exactly the same. I lay in bed, cried, thought about the past, and cried some more. Massimo worked, though I had no idea what he did exactly. I barely saw him. He would show up with doctors or during physio or examinations. He didn’t sleep with me. I didn’t even know where he slept. The mansion was so big and had so many bedrooms that it was futile to even start looking for him.

“This cannot go on, Laura,” said Olga, sitting by me in the garden. “You’re all right now. You’re feeling well. And you’re acting as if you were dying.”

She hid her face in her hands.

“Enough of this! Massimo is always angry and keeps taking Domenico away. You’re crying or lying around like a rag doll. What about me?”

I looked at her. She was fixing me with an expectant stare.

“Leave me alone,” I muttered.

“No can do.” She jumped to her feet and reached out a hand. “Get dressed. We’re going out.”

“I’ll say this as gently as I can: fuck you.”

My eyes wandered back to the calm sea. Olga was fuming. The heat of her fury was palpable.

“You egotistical bitch.”

She stepped in front of me, blocking my view. And started yelling.

“You brought me here! You let me fall in love! I even got engaged! And now you’re not there for me.”

Her voice was raised, and her words pierced me to the core. Made me feel even worse.

I don’t know how she managed that, but she dragged me all the way to the top floor of the mansion and made me put on a sweat suit. Then she dragged me back down and pushed me into a car.

We drove to a small, traditional Sicilian house in Taormina. Olga got out and sent me a glare. I didn’t know what she expected.

“Get your fat ass out of the car,” she growled. Despite the words, her voice wasn’t angry anymore. It was full of concern.

“Tell me what we’re doing here.” I said when a security guard shut the car door behind me.

“We’re getting treatment.” She gestured to the building. “This is where you get better when you’re feeling down. Marco Garbi is the best therapist in town.”

I immediately spun around and grabbed the handle to get back in the car, but Olga was faster. She pulled me away.

“We can do it on our own or let your bossy brute of a husband find you some other fucked-up shrink who’ll report right back to him.”

She raised her brows and waited.

Resigned, I leaned against the car. I didn’t know what to do to get better. And whether it even was worth it. Besides, physically I was all right.

“Why did I even get out of bed?”

I sighed but started walking to the door. The therapist turned out to be quite a man. I fully expected a shriveled-up old Sicilian with white, back-swept hair and thick glasses, who would make me lie down on an old-school settee. Marco, however, was nine years older than me, and the entire conversation took place by a kitchen counter. He didn’t look like your typical therapist, either. He wore jeans, a T-shirt with a rock band logo, and sneakers. His hair was long and curly, tied in a ponytail. And he started with asking if I wanted a drink. At first this didn’t seem too professional, but who was I to question his methods?

When he sat down, he told me he knew whose wife I was. And added that he didn’t care. He told me that Massimo had no power here, in his house, and promised that he’d never tell him about anything that happened during our sessions.

Later, he asked me to recall the last year of my life. With details. As soon as I got to my “accident,” he stopped me. I teared up and my voice broke whenever I started speaking about that. Then he asked me questions. What I wanted out of life, what my plans were before last New Year’s Eve, what made me happy.

Truth be told, this wasn’t what I had expected at all. We just talked. And it didn’t change the way I felt.

“So? How was it?” Olga shot up to her feet when I left the therapy room.

“I don’t know…” I shrugged. “How is he supposed to help me by just talking to me?”

We got into the car.

“Besides, he told me I’m not crazy or anything. Just that I need therapy to wrap my mind around everything.” I rolled my eyes. “And he says I can lie in bed all day if I want to. It’s just that I don’t know if I really do want that…”

I paused, thinking. “That whole talk made me realize that my biggest problem is that I’m just so bored. He suggested that I find myself something to do. Something other than waiting for my old life to come back.” I rested my head against the window.

“That’s great, actually,” said Olga, clasping her hands. “Because we’re going to do stuff together. I’ll get you back to your old self. You’ll see.”

She wrapped her arms around my neck before patting the driver on the shoulder.

“We’re going home.”

I stared at my friend with a silly face, wondering what she had meant.

When we stopped on the driveway, I saw about a dozen cars parked outside. Are we having guests? I thought and looked down at my outfit. The beige Victoria’s Secret sweat suit was cute, but it wasn’t exactly party attire. It would be okay if I was to meet with normal people, but it wouldn’t do for my husband’s business partners from all over the world. On the one hand, I couldn’t care less, but on the other, I just didn’t want anyone to see me like that.

We crossed the maze of corridors, praying silently that none of the numerous doors opened. Fortunately, we saw no one. Relieved, I slumped down into bed and was just about to wrap myself in the duvet when Olga pulled it off and tossed it to the ground.

“You got to be fucking kidding me if you’re thinking I’m going to let you to rot in bed after I just waited an hour for that rocker boy to pull your head out of your ass. Now move it. We’re going to dress you up and make you look presentable.”

She squinted. Her arm shot out, and she grabbed me by the ankle and jerked roughly, pulling me toward her.

I latched on to the headboard and held on tightly. I screamed that I had had surgery and didn’t want to dress up, but she didn’t listen. When I didn’t budge, Olga finally released me. For a moment I thought that would be the end, but she quickly moved her grip to my feet and started tickling. That was a low blow, and she knew it. My grip on the headboard lightened, and a moment later I was down on the floor, being dragged toward the closet.

“You cruel, treacherous, bitchy . . ,” I growled.

“Yeah, yeah, I love you, too,” Olga retorted, huffing and puffing as the pulled me across the room. “Now, let’s get to work!” she said when we reached the changing room.

I stayed prone, crossing my arms and pouting. I had absolutely no desire to change, especially since my only outfit for the last couple of weeks had been my pajamas, and I had grown used to the comfort. At the same time, I knew Olga wasn’t going to be dissuaded.

“Come on, please,” she whispered, getting on her knees by my side. “I miss you.”

That did it. My eyes watered.

I took her in my arms and hugged.

“Okay. I’ll do my best.”

She jumped with glee, but I raised an outstretched finger and said:

“But only if you don’t expect too much enthusiasm on my part.”

Olga jumped up and down, dancing and singing, crying out in joy, before heading to the shoe shelf.

“Givenchy boots,” she said, lifting a beige shoe. “Before it’s too hot I’m choosing those. You pick the rest.”

I shook my head and got up, walking over to the hundreds of hangers. My head was empty of ideas. I needed inspiration. Those were my most beloved shoes, after all. I couldn’t just pair them with anything.

“Let’s go with something easy,” I declared, reaching for a short A-line dress with long sleeves. It was the same exact color as the boots. I grabbed underwear from a drawer and went to the bathroom.

Inside, I stopped and faced the tall mirror, taking the first good look at myself for weeks. I looked terrible. Deathly pale, skeleton-thin, and with ugly, dark roots in my hair. I winced and turned around.

I took a shower, taking care to wash my hair, and shaved my legs. And all the other parts that needed shaving. Then, wrapped in a plush towel, I went to get some makeup. It took me a lot longer than it normally would. About two hours later, I was ready. Though that might have been a bit of an overstatement. Though I didn’t look like a total and complete mess anymore, I wasn’t exactly at my best, either.

When I returned to the bedroom, Olga was in my bed, watching TV.

“Hot diddly damn, girl, you’re pretty!” she cried out, tossing the remote away. “I nearly forgot what a bombshell you are. But get yourself a hat, will you? You look like those broke bitches wearing sweatpants.”

I rolled my eyes and went right back into the wardrobe to search for something to wear on my head. After a while I grabbed a light Prada handbag and was ready. I put on a pair of round Valentino sunglasses and headed to the door. I wanted my car, but I was told Massimo forbade me to leave the mansion on my own. We had to settle for the black SUV occupied by two security guards.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“You’ll see,” Olga replied with a smirk.

About an hour later, the car stopped by the same hotel we had stayed in after I got back from my honeymoon. The same one I had escaped from to surprise my husband, only to find his twin brother fucking Anna on his office desk. I never thought I’d recall that particular situation with something approaching nostalgia and a smile on my face, but here I was, doing exactly that. I would have given much to live through that again instead of feeling what I was feeling now. Emptiness.

What happened next reminded me of those movies where they thaw out a frozen caveman and he springs back to life and has to be taught how to cope in the modern world. First, we had a meeting with a plastic surgeon about my scars. My body wasn’t as flawless as it used to be. The doctor told me it was too early for radical procedures, but we could try some gentler treatments and cosmetics. Whatever was left could be removed with lasers.

Then it got a lot more pleasant: spa treatment, peelings, face masks, balms, massages. Then nails. Finally—the hairdresser. My stylist took a long while just standing there, stroking my hair, mumbling something in Italian. Then he shook his head and clicked his tongue. Finally, he said:

“What happened to you, girl?”

He crossed his arms.

“We had that beautiful hair of yours under our tender care for months. What happened? Where were you? A deserted island? That would have been the only place on Earth where people wouldn’t run away screaming, seeing that mess.”

He pinched a strand of hair between two fingers and released it with a disgusted grimace.

“I was away.” I nodded. “When was the last time we saw each other? Christmas?”

He confirmed.

“At least it’s longer now, right?”

He didn’t seem to find my words funny. Wide wide eyes and shaking his head, the hairdresser sat down on his stool.

“What’ll it be? Short and blond?”

I shook my head.

“I swear, I’m going to die, Laura!”

He clutched at his chest, leaning back on his stool. Meanwhile, I thought about my conversation with the therapist. Changes are good, he had told me.

“Now I want dark and long. Maybe extensions?”

He thought for a while, shaking his head and muttering under his breath. Then he jumped to his feet.

“Yes!” he cried out. “Long, dark, and with bangs!” He clapped his hands loudly. “Elena, wash it!”

I glanced sideways and saw Olga sitting in a chair by the wall. Her mouth was wide open.

“You’ll be the end of me, Laura!” She took a sip of water. “Next time you sit there you’ll want it all shaved off…”

Hours later, with my head and neck completely sore, I got up. Olga had to admit I had been right again. I looked mind-blowing. I stood hypnotized, watching my beautiful, long hair and perfect makeup peeking from beneath the long straight fringe. I couldn’t believe I was so pretty again, after having spent the last months looking like something a dog threw up. I adjusted my dress and grabbed my hat, though I didn’t need it anymore.

“I have a proposal. And since it’s the weekend, you can’t refuse.”

Olga raised a finger.

“And if you do, I’ll plant a horse’s head in your bed.”

“I think I know what you have in mind…”

“Let’s party!” she exclaimed, taking my hand and leading me back to the car. “Look at it like this: we’re sexy, pretty, and dressed up to the nines. It would be a shame for all that to go to waste. You’re breathtaking. Thin and so…”

“Sober. I haven’t drank anything for months.” I sighed.

“Just so. But think of it like this: it was supposed to happen. That day, the therapist, the changes. Everything is as it’s supposed to be.” Back at the car, the security guards didn’t recognize me at first. I shrugged as they stood there, gawking, and walked past them into the SUV. It felt good. I was attractive again. Sexy and feminine. The last time I had felt like that was… with Nacho.

That thought made my stomach cramp. I swallowed, but the weight in my stomach wasn’t disappearing. I pictured that colorful, tattooed boy and his wide, white smile. I froze.

“What’s going on, Laura? Are you okay?”

Olga jerked at my sleeve, but I didn’t react, just stared right ahead.

“I’m okay, yes,” I said finally, blinking. I felt dizzy.

“Okay, let’s skip the party today.”

“Now? When I’m pretty like this? No way.”

I plastered a fake smile to my face and sent her a glance. I didn’t want her to know. I wasn’t ready to tell anyone yet. I had a husband, after all, and I loved him.

At least that’s what I told myself when my mind showed me the same unwanted image.

“So when is the wedding?” I asked Olga to change the subject and focus on anything else.

“I don’t know yet. We thought maybe May? But June or July work, too. It’s not that simple.”

Olga then started babbling about this and that, and I listened gladly, sharing her joy.

When we got out of the car, there were still some vehicles parked by the mansion. This time I didn’t feel like hiding anymore. Strangely, I felt good. We entered the house, and what I immediately noticed was the complete stillness. There was nobody inside. Normally, there was the staff. This time, we were alone.

“I’m going to my room,” Olga said. “Catch you in thirty minutes. Unless I don’t find anything to wear. Then I’ll come nick some of your stuff.”

“Sure,” I replied with a smile, already browsing through my things in my mind.

I walked down the corridor at a brisk pace, holding my bag in one hand and the hat in the other. As I passed the library, the door opened, and Massimo appeared. I stopped. He was standing with his back to me, speaking to some people inside. Then he turned around.

My heart hammered as he closed the door behind him. His eyes scanned me. I was left breathless. I couldn’t speak. I was too nervous. It had been so long since he’d looked at me like that. Since he’d seen a woman in me. His woman. Despite it being dark in the corridor, I could clearly see his dilated pupils and hear his quickened breath. We stood there for an instant, looking at each other, until my brain started working again.

“You were having a meeting. I’m sorry,” I whispered nonsensically, but what else was I going to say? He left the room on his own. I hadn’t knocked at that door. What the hell are you apologizing for, woman? I thought. I took a step forward, but he barred my way. The pale light of the streetlamps shining through the window illuminated his face. He was composed, steady, and… horny. Massimo surged forward, wrapped his arms around me, and kissed me. His tongue forced its way between my lips. I moaned, completely surprised, as he leaned me against the wall, kissing, biting, placing a hand on my throat. His hands wandered around my body until he found the hem of my dress. Without breaking the kiss, he pulled it up and clamped his hands on my buttocks. Something like a growl rumbled in his throat as he clenched his hands on my skin, and then started pulling my panties down. His fingers caressed my skin, and I felt his crotch with my palm. His desire was clear. Suddenly enlivened by the fact that his manhood was pushing against me, I raised my hands and put them on the sides of his head, pulling at his hair. The Man in Black loved this subtle brutality. As soon as he felt it, his teeth bit into my lip. I moaned in pleasure and opened my eyes. He was smirking, his teeth still trailing a line along my lips.

That’s when my panties dropped, sliding down my legs, only stopping at my ankles. Massimo lifted me off the floor. I wrapped my legs around his hips as he carried me to the next door. We entered a room, and he slammed the door shut with a kick before propping me against the wall. His breathing was shallow and quick and his movements frantic. He was in a hurry. Keeping me in place with one arm, he unzipped his pants. His cock was ready. He whipped it out and impaled me. I felt it tearing through my insides. I’d missed it so much. I yelped and touched my forehead to his as our bodies connected in a passionate dance. His strokes were strong but slow, as if he was delighting in this moment. His teeth brushed against my lips. His tongue flitted inside my mouth. He entered me deeper and deeper with each push. An overwhelming orgasm was just around the corner. I hadn’t felt Massimo inside me for so long. He was so close. He fucked me like there was no tomorrow, and I climbed higher and higher, slowly approaching the summit. Finally, a mountainous wave of ecstasy crashed over me, taking my breath away. I wanted to scream, but Massimo stifled it with another kiss. He came right after me. His skin was glistening with sweat. His arms and legs were trembling. For a moment longer, he kept me impaled. A few breaths later, I was back on the ground, with my back against the wall.

“You look…,” he whispered, trying to catch his breath.

“You’re…” His chest heaved, and his mouth opened wider for air.

“I missed you, too,” I said quietly and felt him smiling.

His lips touched mine again, and his tongue danced around mine before I could continue. His caress was gentle this time. Slow and sensual. There were voices outside. Massimo froze. He raised a finger to his mouth and returned to the kiss. The voices weren’t quieting down, but the Man in Black disregarded them. His long, slender fingers slid down my body, touching my still-pulsating clitoris. I startled and then froze. After so long, his every touch was like a jolt of pain. Paralyzing. I moaned, and he pressed his lips against mine. Closer. Stifling any sound I might make. Back in the corridor we heard a door closing. The voices vanished. I sighed with relief and gave in to Massimo’s caress. He slid two fingers inside me, while another rubbed at my most sensitive spot, sending me straight into space all over again.

“Fuck,” he growled as the phone in his pocket started to vibrate. He pulled it out and glanced at the screen, sighing. “I have to take this.”

He pressed the phone to his ear and talked to someone for a couple minutes. His other hand never wavered, staying between my legs.

“I need to go,” he sighed, resigned. “But I’m not finished with you yet,” he added.

The threat was also a promise. One that stoked the fire in my underbelly. For the last time he traced his tongue along my lips, before zipping up his pants.

We left the room, and Massimo bent down and picked up my panties from the floor. They were crumpled in the corner, in the darkness. Looking me in the eyes, he stuffed them into his pocket, took a deep breath, and opened the door to the library. There were people inside, talking animatedly.

The Man in Black left and closed the door behind him. I waited there, back against the wall, wondering what had just happened. It wasn’t anything special. Having sex with my husband was normal. But after so long, I felt like it was August again, when he had taken me, kept me here, and made me fall in love with him. The next thought that came made me shiver. I wasn’t pregnant anymore. But I could get pregnant again. The fear that washed through my entire body was paralyzing. The stream of thoughts and scenarios crashing through my head made my stomach cramp and my eyes water. I couldn’t let that happen. Not again. Not when fate had already decided. I was agitated, dizzy. Standing here wouldn’t change a thing, though. I headed toward my bedroom.

Inside, I opened my laptop and quickly searched for a solution on the web. There were as many websites with answers to my problem as there were pills for what I intended. For a moment I read articles about how they worked and how to get them, finally lying down on the bed, calming down. It wouldn’t be hard to get my hands on what I needed.

“Well, shit. I can see you’re not even close to ready,” said Olga, walking the steps leading into my room. “I don’t have a handbag yet, but you have absolutely nothing.”

She passed me. I trailed her with my eyes.

She looked very attractive, wearing a very short white dress that was tight-fitting only right below her breasts. It was… girlish. And the lace it was made of gave her a look of innocence. My eyes wandered down. Yep. It was still good old Olga. She wore black leather thigh-high boots. The outfit seemed to convey a simple message: I might be innocent, but hand me a whip and see what happens. I slammed the laptop shut and followed my friend.

She rummaged through my handbags, and I started looking for something to wear. With my head between the hangers, I suddenly felt a pang of anxiety. I turned around and looked at Olga. She stood there, one eyebrow raised, and arms crossed on her chest.

“You fucked,” she said matter-of-factly. “When did you do that?”

I rolled my eyes and went right back into the wardrobe.

“How would you know?” I asked, grabbing some things that I found fitting for today.

“Your lack of underwear, for starters.”

I froze and glanced at the mirror on the opposite wall. Right. When I had my arms raised, my short dress lifted, presenting my ass in all its glory. I lowered my arms and pulled the rim down.

“You panties weren’t the only thing that exposed you.” Olga sat back in the armchair, crossing her legs. “There’s your hair and your lips. The former disheveled and the latter swollen and red after a kiss. Or a blow job. So. Tell me everything.”

“Jesus Christ, there’s nothing to talk about. We met in the corridor, and it just happened.” I threw a hanger at her. “Now stop grinning like an idiot and help me out.”

“ ‘We met in the corridor, and it just happened,’ ” she repeated, amused.

Half an hour later, I stood in the main door, watching Olga doing her best not to fall over on the stone driveway. What a weird view, I thought. Unfortunately, I was about to do the same. In my sky-high crystal-studded Louboutin stilettos I had even less chance to stay upright on the uneven ground than my friend. I hadn’t want to overdress today, so I’d settled on a pair of boyfriend jeans and the plainest white tank top. To top it off, I’d grabbed a Dior blazer and a white Miu Miu clutch bag. I looked a bit like a teenager. But also a bit like a dirty whore who just pretended to be a good girl. And my new hair had nothing girlish about it.
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