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PROLOGUE
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Ares Galanis

WITH EVERY INCH THE coffins descend, side by side, deeper into the graves, it feels like pieces of my heart are being torn out.

I shove my good hand—the one not strapped into a sling—into the pocket of my sweatpants and clench it into a fist, squeezing my fingers tight.

I only got a fucking broken leg, while the two most important people in my life are inside two coffins, about to be buried under dirt.

Today was supposed to be sunny, a typical Brazilian summer day in January, but the sun is smothered by heavy gray clouds, looking like it might rain at any moment.

A scene that perfectly demonstrates how my days have been since I woke up in a hospital bed.

I can’t cry anymore, I can’t even breathe like I used to. Every time I try to draw a breath, my lungs burn.

Every movement I make is sluggish, as if I’ve just come out of general anesthesia, even though I haven’t had any.

I stare at the small white coffin and another piece of my heart is ripped out by the certainty that inside it is my son, who just turned one.

Chatty, clever, and loving. That was my Miguel.

A child adored by a huge family, whose life was cut short because of one second of my distraction.

In the larger coffin beside it, also white, lies the owner of my love from the first moment I laid eyes on her.

I will never come home again to be greeted by her tender smile and bright honey-colored eyes. Never again will my body feel her warmth.

My son will never again wake me in the middle of the night and ask to sleep between me and his mother.

I will never hear their voices again, or love anyone the way I loved them.

I didn’t want to be alive. God should have taken me with them, but He chose to take everything I loved most and leave me in a limbo of suffering, along with the guilt.

I don’t have the strength to start over, and I don’t want to start over without them.

My heart keeps beating in my chest, but I feel as if I’m being buried with my family.
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CHAPTER 1
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Maria Flor

10 Years Later

“IS TODAY YOUR FIRST day of work?” Maria Alice asks as she walks into the kitchen, where I’m preparing our breakfast.

Whoever wakes up first makes the first meal of the day for both of us—that’s our deal.

My anxiety had me jumping out of bed an hour earlier than necessary.

“Yes, and I’m really nervous.” I place two mugs on the table, one in front of the chair she drags out to sit in.

“You’re worrying for nothing. Everyone loves their job and thinks you’re very meticulous.”

“But I’ve never worked for someone so rich, and a foreigner on top of that.” I take a deep breath. “I need this job, Alice. The coxinha sales can’t cover all my bills.”

“It’s going to be fine, Flor!” She covers my hand with hers on the table.

Two months ago, I was fired from a clothing store I worked at downtown. The owner was making cuts among the staff and only kept the senior employees. I’d been there less than six months, so I was let go along with five others.

During that time, I sent my resume to thousands of companies but didn’t hear back from a single one.

I just turned twenty. I have a high school diploma and some vocational courses I took for free through government programs, but I’m well aware that in a competitive job market like São Paulo’s, those qualifications don’t mean much.

I’ve been working since I was sixteen, which is why, when I turned eighteen, I managed to rent a five-room house with Maria Alice, my best friend, and we left the orphanage where we’d lived practically our whole lives.

We’re both orphans.

I was abandoned in a hospital parking lot hours after I came into the world.

Many people think that because I went to a shelter as a baby, it wouldn’t have been hard to find a family to adopt me—most adoptive parents want children under a year old, even better if they’re newborns—but no one wanted to adopt a baby with a serious heart condition.

I vaguely remember when I was a little older, spending more days hospitalized than at the orphanage.

Alice became an orphan after her mother died of an overdose and none of her living relatives wanted to take her in. Her father is unknown; his name doesn’t even appear on her birth certificate.

On my certificate, there’s no mother’s or father’s name. Even my surname was given to me by the Brazilian courts.

We’re the same age and have the same dreams; I think that’s why we became best friends and sisters.

She’s working as a receptionist in a commercial building, and I’ve been making coxinhas and selling them outside some subway stations to supplement our income while I looked for a steady job.

I’ve loved cooking since I was little.

I’d rather stay in the kitchen, watching one of the women responsible for preparing meals at the orphanage, than play with the other kids in the yard or watch TV.

When I became a teenager, she stopped scolding me for wanting to help her chop vegetables and started teaching me everything she made.

Thanks to that training, I’ll earn a bit more in the job I got as a housekeeper, because I’ll also be doing the cooking. I was referred by one of my neighbors. She works in the same building where my boss lives and found out they were hiring.

My interview was held in an office at one of the country’s largest private universities. From what I understood, the owner of the apartment where I’ll be working is also one of the university’s owners and asked his secretary to handle the hiring.

Besides having worked as a shoe salesperson, I’ve been a cashier at a famous fast-food chain, a nanny, and various other things. Whatever job comes up, I take it.

Alice and I can’t afford a luxurious life, but we have everything we need to survive, and we’re very happy besides, and that’s what matters most.
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I TAP MY FOOT REPEATEDLY on the elevator floor, staring fixedly at the panel above the door with the floor numbers.

I’ll be working in the penthouse, so it takes a few minutes for the metal box to climb the three dozen floors.

It took me almost two hours to get here by bus from my house.

I live in an outlying neighborhood; my boss lives in the city’s most luxurious one.

When the metal doors open, I see they lead into a foyer the size of half my house.

“Hello...” I say loudly, announcing my arrival.

When I checked in at the front desk, my entry had already been cleared, and the doorman gave me the access card for the elevators.

My work hours will be from 9:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m., Monday through Friday.

“Hello... Excuse me, it’s Maria Flor, the new housekeeper,” I say more loudly after getting no response the first time.

With uncertain steps, I walk toward the living room.

It feels like I’m in a soap opera apartment.

I’ve never been in such a fancy place.

All the walls are painted white. The sofa and rug are a very light sand color, and not far away is a dining table with eight seats.

On the opposite side, I can see the kitchen behind a black marble counter that divides the spaces.

The long curtains, also light, are partially open, revealing closed floor-to-ceiling windows.

Since I can feel a cool breeze, the air conditioning must be on.

I hope I can turn it off while I’m working and open the windows. I hate feeling cold. Summer is my favorite season of the year.

I was definitely born in the right country.

“Hello, dear. Sorry for the delay.” A lady comes through a door next to the dining table, smiling.

Her hair is styled in a high bun, not a strand out of place. She’s wearing a floral-print circle dress and flat sandals with straw details on the feet.

Her round face seems to be free of any makeup, though her plump cheeks are rosy.

She doesn’t look poor, but she also doesn’t seem like one of those snooty society ladies.

“Nice to meet you, I’m Maria Flor.” I extend my hand toward her.

“My namesake.” Her smile widens, and she accepts my handshake. “I’m Maria Aparecida, Ares’s mother.” My boss.

“Good afternoon!” A tall, strong man with some graying hair emerges from the same place. “Nice to meet you, I’m Alexios.” He also greets me with a handshake.

He has striking blue eyes, while his wife has dark irises, like two jaboticaba berries.

He has a heavy accent. I know his son is Greek, so he must be too. His mother has a slight Bahian accent.

I know this because I read it on the university’s website when I looked up the address where I had the interview.

“My son has already left for work, but I’ll show you everything and answer all your questions. All right?” I nod in confirmation to Mrs. Maria’s question. “Ares doesn’t have any other staff, and since he spends all day at work, and sometimes at night too, you’ll be alone.”

Over the next few minutes, she shows me all the rooms in the penthouse.

Besides the living room and kitchen, the duplex apartment has three bedrooms with ensuites, a powder room, and a gym. Everything is very large, sophisticated, and untouched. It hardly seems like anyone lives in the apartment, except for the gym area.

The various weights out of place indicate that my boss seems to spend a lot of time in there.

There isn’t a single photo frame, little plant, or any object to make the rooms feel more welcoming.

“Maria Flor...”

“You can just call me Flor, Mrs. Maria Aparecida.”

“Only if you call me Cida, okay?” She winks, smiling. She’s very friendly. While she gives me the tour of her son’s house, her husband went back into the office. “Flor, you only need to make food for dinner. Ares doesn’t come home for lunch. He eats at the office,” she says when she finishes showing me where all the utensils are in the kitchen.

This room is a dream for anyone who loves to cook. It has everything and more to make a cook happy.

Cida explained that I won’t need to do the laundry because, since my boss wears mostly suits, he sends them to a dry cleaner, and the other clothes go along. I just need to separate them by color and fabric before putting them in the bags the company itself provides.

“Is Mr. Ares allergic to any foods? Or are there any he doesn’t like to eat?”

“He’s not allergic to anything and eats everything. No fussiness about anything. He and his brothers grew up in Greece, but I got them all used to eating Brazilian food, even the spicy dishes from Bahia,” she speaks with such simplicity that she doesn’t seem to have the money she has.

From what I read on the website, the Galanis family owns one of the largest university networks in the world.

It’s a dream for anyone seeking a higher education diploma, including me, to study at one of their campuses.

Graduating with any degree from there practically guarantees you a job, but unfortunately, the tuition is not part of my reality.

“Are you from Bahia?”

“Yes, I was born in Salvador. Are you from São Paulo?”

“I am.” Even though I was abandoned in a town in the interior of São Paulo, the shelter where I spent most of my time was in the capital, so I call myself a Paulistana. “Does Mr. Ares have breakfast at home too?” I change the subject before she asks another question about my past.

I’m ashamed of not knowing anything about my origins, so I prefer to avoid the topic.

She didn’t correct me any of the times I called her son “sir,” so I’ll keep calling him that.

“Normally, he leaves home very early, long before you arrive, but you can leave a pitcher of passion fruit juice ready. That’s his favorite flavor. Ares makes the coffee himself because he likes it freshly brewed. Thirty minutes after it’s made, he already calls it old.” She rolls her eyes but smiles. “I’ll drink coffee even if it’s boiled.” Her smile widens. “You don’t need to bring lunch, Flor. You can eat anything from the fridge and make yourself a little container with what you cook for Ares for your own dinner.” She winks.

Obviously, I’m not going to take food home; I think that’s taking too much advantage. I just don’t say it to her.

We spend a few more minutes talking about my tasks until her husband calls her to leave.

Cida said the supermarket delivers a pre-registered shopping list to the apartment weekly, but if I need to buy something specific, there’s a credit card under the bread basket in the center of the kitchen island that I can use to buy whatever is needed.

Alone, I look in detail at what food is in the fridge and cabinets, already thinking about what I’ll cook for dinner. This will be the first time Mr. Ares tries my cooking; I need him to like my seasoning.
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Ares Galanis

“HEY, MITÉRA,” I SAY, answering the call.

“Darling, I just left your apartment, and I quite liked your new employee.” Her voice is bright with enthusiasm.

“Thank you, Mom, for going to welcome her.” I was going to ask my secretary to show the apartment to the woman she’d chosen to work for me, but when my mother found out, she insisted on doing it herself.

Obviously, I wouldn’t have had the patience. The only thing I know about her is her name.

These days, I avoid meeting new people as much as possible, especially if I have to teach or explain anything. With each passing year, my patience shrinks.

Since I leave early and come home late, I doubt we’ll even cross paths.

To me, this hire is unnecessary, precisely because I’m barely home and I hardly make a mess. But my mother said if I didn’t hire someone to cook and clean my apartment, she’d do it herself, because she wouldn’t stand for me eating processed food that’s bad for my heart and living in a pigsty.

Dona Maria Aparecida can put on a drama worthy of a Bahian woman mixed with Greek culture.

“Your father is going to drop me off and head to the office, but if it hits noon and he’s still not leaving, you have my permission to kick him out. He promised to have lunch with me today.” I smile at her expansive manner.

Her personality is a stark contrast to my father’s.

He’s always been a quieter, more reserved man.

“Consider it done, mitéra. When the clock strikes twelve, I’ll have security escort the mighty Alexios Galanis to his car.” I can’t hold back a laugh.

My mother is the only person who can pull that kind of reaction from me.

She’s been the wife of one of the richest men in the world for over thirty years, but she’s kept the same simplicity she had when she met him.

My father says it was her humility and sweet smile that made him fall instantly for the sharp-tongued Brazilian.

“I love you, darling. Good work.”

“Love you too, Mom.” I end the call.

When we’re in Brazil, my mother insists the whole family communicate in Portuguese.

Even though all her children were born and raised in Greece, she taught us her native language.

I close the lid of my laptop and pick up a frame holding a photo of our family.

Since my stay in Brazil has a fixed end date, I’m using my father’s office.

Mr. Alexios is at the center of the photograph, his arm circling my mother’s waist. I’m standing beside him, Eros beside her.

Seated on a bench in front of us are Hera, Athena, and Apollo.

I’m the eldest of the five children, and the twins are the youngest.

My mother always loved Greek mythology, and when she fell in love with, married, and got pregnant by a Greek man, she didn’t think twice about naming her children after the gods of Olympus. My father, the obedient husband, simply accepted his wife’s choices.

This photo was taken almost three years ago in the backyard of the house where we grew up in Athens, a little before my parents and Eros moved to Brazil due to the company’s expansions across Latin America.

Mr. Alexios Galanis has always been a self-confessed workaholic, but he slowed down a bit over the last two years for his wife’s sake. Now he’s decided it’s time to retire, and it’s because of that decision that I’ve returned to Brazil after ten years.

I’m already the CEO of the Olympus Enterprise education group, but I run everything from the office in Greece. Moving back to Brazil permanently isn’t in my plans, but I’m here to help my father transition the role to Eros, child number two. He’ll be the president of the universities we have in Latin America.

This company is a family business.

My great-grandfather founded the first unit of our empire, a higher education school in Athens, and from generation to generation the company grew, until it reached my father’s management and became a powerhouse in the global education sector.

My siblings and I are continuing our legacy with great pride, and that’s why I’ve returned to the country that brings me so many bad feelings and forces me to relive moments I’ve tried to rip from my memory for the entire time I’ve been away.
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I ENTER MY APARTMENT, and the smell of cleaning product fills my senses.

Even though I’m not messy and only dirty the bare minimum, it’s good to come home to the scent of a clean place. But I don’t spend much time noticing the details. I walk straight to my bedroom and change out of my suit into sweat shorts and running shoes.

One of the reasons I chose this apartment was the gym on the top floor of the penthouse.

Up here, the noise of bustling São Paulo is absorbed by the thirty floors below.

I like weight training and cardio, but I don’t like to socialize.

My mother wanted me to stay at her house, but I prefer having my own space. I’ve learned to like and live with solitude.

“Alexa, play my playlist,” I say as I step onto the treadmill, starting with long strides until I’m running.

The voice of the Imagine Dragons singer echoes from the speakers mounted in the ceiling, and the choruses he sings give me more fuel to increase my running pace.

I’ve learned to use physical activity as an escape valve, alongside work, and it shows in my physique.

The endorphins my body produces during this time help me combat anxiety, depression, and memories.

My brain becomes so focused on the exercises that I can momentarily forget my reality.

My routine for the last ten years has been work, work out, sleep, with the first occupying the majority of my twenty-four hours.

After thirty minutes on the treadmill, I move to the upper-body weight machines.

An hour later, I step under the jet of the shower in my bedroom’s ensuite bathroom.

The cold water hits my body and relaxes my aching muscles.

At thirty-five, I’m in the best physical shape of my life.

I don’t exercise to stay healthy, only to occupy my mind with an activity unrelated to running a multi-million-dollar company.

My social life is zero. The only people I’m obliged to spend time with, outside a professional context, are my parents and siblings, because they wouldn’t leave me in peace if I didn’t visit them or let them visit me.

Even with my parents and Eros living in Brazil for three years, they still go to Greece to visit the rest of the family at least four times a year.

My other siblings, who also live in Athens, show up at my apartment door once a week, even without an invitation.

I have no desire to get out of bed in the mornings, nor to keep on living, but I do the bare minimum to make it happen for my mother’s sake.

Even though I remain at the bottom of the pit, I don’t get completely lost in the darkness of my intermittent grief because of her.

I turn off the shower, step out of the stall, dry myself quickly, and with just a towel wrapped around my waist, I walk toward the kitchen.

Inside the microwave, I find a plate of food.

While it heats up, I take a pitcher of fresh passion fruit juice from the refrigerator. My mother must have told her my preferences.

She’ll be responsible for cleaning the house and for my evening meals.

I notice a plate covered with a dishcloth on the counter. When I uncover it, I find a round, unfrosted carrot cake with a hole in the middle.

Under the porcelain, I pull out a torn piece of unlined paper.

Written in blue ink, in cursive script:

For your breakfast. Have a good night’s sleep and a good day at work tomorrow.

Sincerely, Flor.

I frown and reread the note, but I don’t have time to finish my thought about this gesture, because the beep of the microwave announces my food is hot.

I crumple the paper and toss it in the trash by the sink. Obviously, it won’t be answered by me, and I hope my attitude makes the woman stop with them.

I didn’t hire her to write useless little notes to me.

I take the plate out of the appliance, and the smell that fills the entire space makes my stomach growl with hunger.

I place the dish on the marble countertop, retrieve two pieces of cutlery from a nearby drawer, and sit on the high stool.

The housekeeper prepared rice, beans, and meat-stuffed pancakes. Tomato sauce glistens on the pasta, the red contrasting with a sprinkling of green herbs on top.

Besides the language, my mother also taught her children to appreciate Brazilian seasonings.

“Mmmm...” I groan as I put the first forkful in my mouth.

The combination of all the ingredients and textures is fantastic.

At least Mrs. Maria Flor—the only information I wanted my secretary to give me—knows how to cook.

If she feeds me this well every day, I can put up with her little notes.
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Maria Flor

“HAVE I MENTIONED HOW much I love it when you make extra coxinhas?” Alice plops down beside me on the sofa, holding a plate piled high with the little croquettes.

Since I know she loves my coxinhas, I always make extra when I have orders.

Today, even though it’s my day off, I woke up early. During the week, one of my neighbors texted asking if I’d take an order to deliver three hundred coxinhas this afternoon. Of course, never one to turn down extra money, I said yes, even though I knew it meant waking up early and working hard on my only day off to meet the deadline.

All week, I came home from work so exhausted I couldn’t get a head start on anything.

Even though my boss’s apartment isn’t particularly dirty, the two-hour commute there and two hours back on a packed bus just drains me.

I have quite a few loyal clients in my neighborhood. Whenever they need snacks for a party, they text me. Besides coxinhas, I also make rissoles, cheese balls, and croquettes.

Word of mouth keeps my clientele growing.

“So how was your first week at the new job?” She tucks her legs into a butterfly pose on the cushion.

“It was pretty quiet.” I take a deep breath and settle back more comfortably. “I’m alone all day. The place is so big and empty I can almost hear an echo.”

It’s been a week since I started working for Mr. Ares.

“Aren’t you curious to meet your boss?” she asks before popping another whole mini coxinha into her mouth.

“Very, but I haven’t seen hide nor hair of him. The only proof he even uses the apartment is that the plate of food I leave in the microwave is empty in the sink the next day.”

“Do you remember his last name?” she says, stretching toward the round side table by the arm of the sofa to grab her phone.

“Galanis. Ares Galanis.”

“Let’s see if he’s really a Greek god.” She gives me a mischievous grin, sets the plate of coxinhas beside her, and scoots across the sofa until her hip is pressed against mine.

Alice opens the Instagram app and searches for my boss’s full name, but we don’t find any profile that looks like it belongs to a Greek millionaire. We do the same on Facebook and TikTok—nothing. We even check LinkedIn and can’t find the Ares Galanis we’re looking for.

“It’s not possible that in the twenty-first century your boss has no social media. What planet does this man live on?” She huffs, indignant.

“Let’s Google his name. There must be some article about him. From what I understand, he’s a very wealthy businessman. There’s no way there’s nothing about his life, not even in Greek.”

“Oh, wow, girl...” she says, her mouth falling open as she stares at her phone screen when the search loads.

I’m no different when I see the photo of my boss.

Ares Galanis is definitely the personification of a Greek god.

He looks to be in his early thirties.

His square jaw is covered by a neatly trimmed, low-cut dark beard. His hair is brown, almost black, in a modern cut with a not-too-high quiff. His fair, lightly tanned skin makes his blue eyes stand out even more, his irises so pale they’re almost transparent.

My boss has a serious expression in the photo, his forehead furrowed, thick eyebrows drawn together, his posture stiff.

He seems tall, and even wearing a three-piece black suit, the fabric hints at the muscles in his arms, giving a faint glimpse of what his body must be like beneath all that formal clothing.

My face heats up at the thought, but it was stronger than me.

Physically, he’s so perfect he looks like an AI-generated image.

Alice swipes her finger to the side, and the photo that fills the phone is, I believe, his whole family.

Dona Maria Aparecida is beside her husband, Ares next to him, and there are two other men and two identical women.

Below the photo is a caption with their names.

Everyone except the parents is named after Greek gods.

“This family has some good genetics, huh, Flor. It should be a sin to be that rich and that good-looking.”

“I’ve told you before, there’s no such thing as ugly people in the world, friend. There are poor people, and we are both included in that slice.” I smile openly.

“Stop, Flor. We’re actually not bad for the amount of money we have in our accounts.” She bumps her shoulder against mine, also smiling. “Do you think your boss is divorced? Look at this photo of him with a woman and a baby in his arms.” She taps the photo and it expands on the screen.

The woman next to Ares is thin, tall, blonde, with brown eyes. She’s wearing subtle makeup and the smile on her face is kind, even though she screams that she’s just as rich as he is.

The baby she’s holding in her arms has her physical features.

“Wife and son of Greek magnate Ares Galanis die in serious car accident on Régis Bittencourt highway. He suffered only a broken leg and some facial scratches. The cause of the accident is still unknown, but the magnate was the one driving.”

“God...” Alice says after I read part of the article under the photo aloud.

“This was almost ten years ago,” I say, seeing the publication date on the site.

We sit in silence for a few minutes, absorbing this information.

I’m always deeply shocked when I read stories like this; I even avoid watching the news or crime shows.

I turn my eyes back to my boss’s face. His expression is completely different compared to the photo with his parents and siblings.

Ares, besides being much younger, his features are more relaxed and his gaze is joyful, while in the other one he is somber, taciturn, and in mourning.

Did he never remarry?

Alice searches for other articles about his current life, but the only thing we find is that after the car accident, he left Brazil.

On other sites, we find a few articles talking about his younger siblings and a recent one saying his father plans to retire soon and will hand over the empire he built in Brazil to the second eldest son to manage, Eros.

Is that why he came back?

Knowing this information about Ares Galanis has made me even more curious about him.
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Ares Galanis

“CHRIST! COULDN’T YOU put a shirt on to greet your guests?”

“What are you doing here, Eros?” I turn my back on my brother, leaving him standing in front of my apartment elevator.

“I came to visit my dear brother.” I roll my eyes at his reply.

“Don’t you have anything better to do on a Saturday night?”

I walk toward my bedroom and he follows me like a dog looking for an owner.

“I saved my evening for you, Ares.”

“I don’t recall inviting you to my apartment today.” My whole family is on the approved list to come up unannounced, but these unwanted visits make me rethink that decision.

Eros is a year younger than me. Apollo is five years younger, and the twins, Hera and Athena, ten.

“I’ll wait for you in the living room,” he shouts from my bedroom as I step into the bathroom.

I was at the gym and I’m drenched in sweat.

My plan was to get home, train, eat, and sleep, so I could do it all again tomorrow, even though it’s Saturday. I can’t remember the last day I didn’t work. Numbers and spreadsheets help keep my mind occupied.

But my brother has other plans for me.

[image: ]

“HAVE YOU TRIED THIS yet, Ares?” Eros says with his mouth full, seated on the sofa, his shiny dress shoes propped on the coffee table, as I walk into the living room after my shower.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I sit down beside him.

“I found this plate on the kitchen counter with a note underneath wishing you a good weekend.” Even though I never reply to any of the notes, Mrs. Maria Flor keeps leaving them. “This is the best coxinha I’ve ever had in my life.” He shoves another whole savory pastry into his mouth.

“Don’t you have food at your own place?” I rescue the plate from his monopoly and take a pastry myself, eating it in one bite. “Mmm...” I groan as the taste of well-seasoned chicken hits me and the dough melts in my mouth.

“Fucking amazing, right?” Besides me, Eros, out of all our siblings, is the one who’s spent the most time in Brazil and picked up the local mannerisms.

“May our mother never hear me say this, but Mrs. Maria Flor makes the best food I’ve ever tasted in the whole world. Her cooking is incredible.” Just talking about it makes my mouth water, remembering the flavor of my meals these past two weeks she’s been working for me.

“You think if I doubled her salary, she’d leave you and start working for me?”

I let out a loud laugh.

I was against hiring her at first, but I’ve gotten used to coming home to fresh food waiting for me.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” I ask when I notice him staring intently, a suppressed smile on his face.

“I’d be happy to have my big brother just a few minutes away from me when I take over Dad’s chair.”

“You know I can’t stay in Brazil.” My mood shifts.

“Ares, it’s been almost ten years. You need to get ov—”

“But I can’t get over it!” I snarl, keeping my voice low. “Every time I close my eyes, the seconds before the accident get mixed up with the image of my wife and son in a coffin, Eros. I can’t get over it.” I hate talking about this, hate showing the vulnerability it brings out in me.

My family always tries to talk to me about it, but I avoid it at all costs.

I don’t have the mental fortitude for their motivational talks, even though I know they only mean well.

Nothing they say can make me feel better.

They don’t understand my pain.

I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy to have their loved ones ripped from their life like mine were.

“I can’t imagine the depth of your pain, but you’re alive, Ares. Alive! Valentina and Miguel wouldn’t want to see you like this.”

“But they won’t see, because they’re dead, Eros. Dead! And staying in this country just reminds me of what I lost forever.”

“But staying in Greece isn’t helping you either. Here, at least, you’ll be close to Mom, and she won’t let you drown in self-pity.”

Despite how much I miss her during this time we’ve been living apart—her in Brazil, me in Greece—I can coexist with my grief there, without her trying to pull me out of the pit every single day.

“I don’t want to stay in Brazil.” Even though the pain has never left me in these nearly ten years, being on Brazilian soil, the memories of all the happy moments I shared with Valentina crush me.

“Mrs. Maria Aparecida and I are committed to convincing you otherwise.” He settles more comfortably into the sofa and puts his feet back up on the coffee table. “I think you’d better hide your passport very well.” He grabs the remote from the sofa arm and turns on the television.

This thing only gets turned on when he’s here.

I roll my eyes at his threat and relax back into the sofa as well, resting my head against the cushion.

“Aren’t you going to your own apartment?”

“Nope. I told you, I saved my Saturday night for my dear brother.”

I let out a frustrated sigh.

The next few hours are going to be long.

Eros can be persuasive and annoying when he wants to be.

Not just him, but all my other siblings force their presence into my routine.

I know this is their way of saying they care about me.

I love them all dearly too, and would do anything to protect them and make them happy, even if they sometimes drive me up the wall.

​
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CHAPTER 5
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Ares Galanis

I LOOSEN MY TIE BEFORE the elevator even stops at my apartment floor.

I don’t usually wear the thing, but today I had some important, more formal meetings with Eros.

Ever since my brother’s last visit to my apartment a week ago, I’ve been trying to avoid being alone with him and my mother.

I don’t want to have to explain again why I don’t plan on staying in Brazil much longer.

I’ll focus on what I came here to do, finish it as quickly as possible, and get back to Greece.

Eros invited me to dinner after our last meeting, but I declined, desperate to reach the silence of my own apartment.

When the elevator doors open, I find it strange that the apartment lights are on, the living room windows and curtains open.

Dona Maria Flor always closes everything up before she leaves.

I take off my blazer and drape it over the console table by the entrance, along with my tie.

I head toward the kitchen for a bottle of water, already undoing the buttons of my white dress shirt, feeling the sweat-damp fabric cling to my skin.

The heat today was at an unbearable level, and during the times I had to move through places without air conditioning, it felt like walking through a bonfire.

I hate the heat. If it were up to me, it would be winter all year, everywhere.
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