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CHAPTER 1
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Olivia

“YOU BOTH LOOK BEAUTIFUL!” my mother said, looking Sara and me over as we stood in the middle of the living room.

Sara and I had applied for a selection process at Werberg Publishing, one of the biggest in Brazil and currently in a frantic expansion phase. Today, we were both headed to the final stage before hiring: the interview.

I’d recently graduated in journalism, and my only professional experience had been an internship at a self-help magazine. Sara, my older sister, had a degree in gastronomy, and I was sure she’d land the job as the magazine’s food critic.

“I don’t know...” I said, studying my reflection in the full-length mirror in the room. Something seemed off. Something always seemed off.

“Maybe if you put on a looser top around your stomach, you’ll feel more comfortable, sweetheart,” Mom suggested. I looked at the image of my body in the mirror. She was right. The tighter blouse was highlighting every single extra gram my body carried.

“I’ll go change,” I said and hurried to my room as fast as I could. I opened the closet looking for something bigger. I pulled out one of my favorite shirts, with long sleeves and a boat neck. I put it on and went back to the living room. Maybe this way no one would pay any attention to me.

“Shall we?” Sara asked, grabbing her purse from the small console table by the front door. I nodded and followed my sister to the car.

Sara and I had always been close, even though we were completely different. My sister was my greatest inspiration. She was amazing in every aspect of life. She’d been a model student, an exceptional cook, and could stop traffic anywhere she went. My father always used to say that in our family, it was like each of us represented one thing. He was the fun, Mom was the attitude, I was the kindness, and Sara was the beauty.

Sara activated the GPS and started the car toward Werberg. The company had recently moved to Silvervale, a city in the mountainous region of Solara Coast. Not just the company, actually, but all the employees, too. One of the key questions in the first stage of the selection process was how willing we were to leave the capital and live elsewhere. The company financed the accommodations, though they were shared. Still, our interview would take place in a small office in downtown Solara Coast.

“What about Vinícius?” I asked.

“What about him?” Sara shot back.

“Weren’t you two dating?”

“Of course not, Oli,” she said, laughing. “I just liked fucking him. But I’m over it now, if you must know.”

“You get bored easily, sis,” I teased. “He seemed nice.”

“He is nice. But just nice isn’t enough for me. I need someone who challenges me, who makes me want more,” she said. “You’ll understand one day when you stop hiding and start really living.”

“I’m not hiding,” I replied. I really wasn’t, I just... preferred not to be seen. It’s different. Being the center of attention puts a spotlight on so many things I’m ashamed of that I’d rather just go unnoticed.

“I don’t want to argue with you again, so let’s change the subject. What are you doing this weekend?” I shrugged.

“Depends. If I get the job, I’ll probably be packing for the move.”

“You’ll get it. And we’re going out to celebrate,” Sara announced. “Júlio invited me to a bar that just opened in Santa Teresa. Apparently, the view is amazing.”

“I don’t want to go, Sara,” I said. I hated when my sister tried to drag me along somewhere as if I were a ten-year-old younger sister who needed to tag along to act as a third wheel. I always felt awful. It was only worse when she suggested that...

“He said he has a friend to introduce you to. It’s already set, Oli.” Well, when she did exactly that. “Júlio showed him a picture of you, and the guy is smitten. Said you’re exactly his type.”

I took a deep breath and felt my eyes sting. I hated confrontation, hated fighting and disappointing others, especially if that person was my sister. And I hated it even more when she thought she needed to find me a boyfriend. I knew Sara meant well, but it made me feel horrible. As if only through her could someone be interested in me.

“Fine,” I finally said.

The rest of the drive to Werberg’s temporary office was silent. I’d lost a bit of motivation to make conversation, since all I could think about was how much of a drag this weekend outing was going to be. As soon as we parked, we headed into the lobby of the thirty-story commercial building and got in the elevator.

We said goodbye in the hallway and arranged a meeting point for afterward. My interview was much more relaxed than I’d imagined, and I left feeling like I’d passed. It seemed more like a pre-hiring chat than an actual stage of the process.

Sara came out of her own interview a few minutes later, with the same impression. For the first time that day, I felt happy. Of course, I still needed the confirmation email, which would arrive later, according to my interviewer. But even so, I felt confident. Maybe a change of city was exactly what I’d needed my whole life.
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“ARE YOU READY?” SARA cracked open my bedroom door to look at me. She looked me up and down and rolled her eyes. “You’re not going like that, are you?”

“I am. What’s wrong with it?” I asked, looking at my outfit. I was wearing jeans and a top, nothing special.

“You look like you’re going to the bakery, not to a bar to meet a hot guy.” My sister came into my room and opened my closet, hunting for something she approved of. She pulled out two items and laid them on the bed. A pair of denim shorts and a tank top.

“No way,” I complained, looking at her choices.

“Just the shorts, then.” I rolled my eyes and picked up the clothing item. I took off my jeans and put on the shorts Sara had chosen. She broke into a smile. “Much better! If I had legs like that, I’d have them out all the time.”

Right. Until the first person suggested they were too thick. Or that maybe a gym membership could help tone and build muscle. Or when all the dresses looked vulgar.

“Can we just go?” I asked. Sara nodded, excited.

We got to the bar around 10 p.m. The place was already packed. In the center, a band was playing live music, and all around, high tables were full of people drinking and smiling. Sara spotted two guys standing further back, near the balcony.

“There they are!” My sister took my hand and led me over. “Hey, guys!” She greeted each of them with two kisses on the cheek. “This is Olivia, my sister.”

“Hi,” I greeted, imitating my sister.

“Wow, are you two sisters? Same mom and dad?” the shorter guy asked. Sara nodded. “You’re super different.”

“Yeah, everyone says that,” I said with a weak smile.

“What can we get you girls?” Júlio asked.

“I think I want to go to the bar to check out the cocktail menu. You come with me, Júlio?” Sara asked mischievously. I begged silently in my head for her not to leave me there alone, but of course she didn’t hear my mental pleas.

“And you, Olivia? What do you do?” Júlio’s friend asked me. I hadn’t even been interested enough to learn his name. What was I doing here?

“I just got a job as a columnist for a fashion magazine,” I told him. “And you?”

“Oh, I’m a P.E. teacher,” he said. “Right now I’m teaching at a school, but I really want to get back into gyms.”

“Oh, cool,” I replied, my gaze drifting anywhere but at the man beside me.

“Do you work out?” he asked me. I felt my heart start to race.

“No, not really.”

“Why not?” he pressed. I knew what was going through his head. That I should go to the gym. I know, because it went through my head every day. Several times a day. But after trying many times, I just accepted that place did me more harm than good.

“I think I know that girl over there,” I lied, pointing at some random girl in the direction of the exit. “Could you let my sister know I’ll be right back?”

“Sure,” the guy replied without even looking at me. He’d already lost all interest, of course.

I walked quickly between the tables until I reached the outside area. A wooden bench for people waiting for a table was empty. I took the opportunity and sat down. The early autumn breeze hit me full force. I loved being outdoors, even though I’d been an apartment girl practically my whole life.

I took my phone from my pocket, ready to spend at least the next thirty minutes scrolling through social media, trying to find something to distract me. But an email notification caught my eye.

From: HR Werberg <recursoshumanos@Werberg.com.br>

To: Olívia Vianna <oli.vianna@freemail.com.br>

Subject: Documentation and Accommodation

Dear Olívia,

We await your presence to sign the contract and submit documentation next Thursday.

The list of pending documents, as well as the company address, is attached.

Sincerely,

Silvana Marques

Human Resources Manager

Werberg Publishing

Few things in life had made me as anxious as this job. I felt it was the first thing I’d achieved completely on my own. I quickly replied to the email and put my phone back in my pocket. Something told me I was finally going to find myself. I really hoped so, because I was tired of spending my whole life looking.

Sara found me outside a few minutes later. I knew she was annoyed that I’d left the guy sitting alone at the table. She plopped down on the bench beside me and stared.

“Why did you run off?”

“I didn’t run off, I just... needed a phone signal,” I lied. Sara huffed and took my hand in hers.

“Oli, I’m tired of trying to help you. Matheus was super interested in you. But now you came out here, and he’s already found another girl.”

“I don’t care, Sara. I didn’t even want to come,” I said. She stood up.

“Then maybe you shouldn’t have! If you’re just going to act like this.”

“You’re the one who insisted!” I complained, raising my voice a little.

“Because I wanted to help you!” she replied, frowning.

“I don’t need your help!” I shouted back, immediately regretting it. Sara’s face closed off. I hated fighting with her. “I’m sorry, I didn’t...”

“I’m going back inside, Júlio is waiting for me,” she said, cutting me off. “Are you going to sit out here all night?”

I shook my head, feeling my eyes fill with tears.

“I think I’m going to go home,” I said, my voice thick. Sara nodded.

“Then I’ll see you later. Please text me when you get there.”

My sister turned her back and went inside the bar. I pulled my phone from my pocket and opened the app to call an Uber. The first tear rolled down my cheek as soon as I sat in the back seat.

I felt guilty. I felt ungrateful. I knew Sara was just trying to include me, like she always did. But I just... couldn’t. I had nothing in common with her friends or the guys she got involved with. I wasn’t part of that world and never would be.
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ON THURSDAY, I WOKE up more excited than any other day that week. Sara and I would drive up the mountain to Silvervale not only to sign our respective contracts but also to see the company and our future apartment. I’d been to the city once as a child, but I remembered very little of the place.

The shift from the heat of Solara Coast, even in autumn, to the cold and fog as soon as we started climbing the mountain already signaled the change of scenery. I stuck my nose out the car window, smelling the dew and nature. I could definitely get used to this.

“I downloaded that app you mentioned,” Sara said, grabbing my attention.

“Which one?”

“Chefgram.” I’d seen an online article about this new app that connected not only professional chefs but amateurs through shared photos and recipes.

“And?” Sara shrugged.

“Seems cool, but I haven’t signed up yet. I need to think of a username first. By the way, did you know no one can use their real name? Apparently, the whole point is to break down the barrier between professionals and amateurs.”

“It’s a great idea,” I said. “I hope it keeps growing. When I read the news, it said the number of downloads was multiplying every day.”

A huge mirrored building with the number 50 on the front caught our attention. Sara slowed down, a smile appearing on her face.

“We’re here,” she announced. I looked out the car window, studying the building that would be part of my routine for the foreseeable future.

“Do you think that’s where we’ll be living?” I asked, pointing to a brown brick building with balconies all around it.

“Looks like the one in the photo, right?” I nodded. “Text me when you’re done with your paperwork? We can meet up to go to the residential building’s administration office.”

“Sounds good. Ready?”

We got out of the car and headed to the building’s reception. After checking in, we received visitor access cards and instructions about our floors. Sara got off on the second floor of the building, where the gastronomy magazine department was located. My floor, however, was much higher up.

I was so anxious that when the elevator doors opened, I just assumed it was my stop. But when I tried to walk out, I bumped into a man trying to get in. Damn it, Olivia!

“Sorry,” I said. “I thought it was my floor.”

The man stepped into the space and pressed the button for the 14th floor. He was the most handsome guy I had ever seen in my life. When he smiled at me, I was even more sure.

“No problem. Did you hurt yourself?” he asked. I shook my head and refocused my attention on my documents. “First time here?”

“Yeah, first time,” I replied simply. Why did this elevator suddenly seem to be moving so slowly?

“I like your shirt. Cool picture,” he said. Why was this guy talking to me? Men like him never talked to me. Well, unless they wanted more information about my sister. But Sara wasn’t here. This was weird.

“Thanks.”

“What’s your...” the man started to say just as the elevator doors opened.

“This is me. Have a good day!” I jumped out of the elevator and walked toward the reception desk of the Fashion department.

My eyes swept the entire place and I felt my heart speed up in my chest. It felt like a dream. I was really going to work here. The people seemed so cool, elegant, beautiful. For a few seconds, the air left my lungs. Would I be able to fit in here?
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SARA AND I MET AT THE entrance of the enormous building that would serve as our home. The administrative reception was on the ground floor, through a few glass doors that led to an office where a middle-aged man was waiting.

“Hello, how can I help you?” he asked as soon as we opened the door.

“Hi, good afternoon. We’re new employees, here to check into our apartment,” Sara explained.

“Ah yes, of course.” The man began typing at his computer. “The housing rules include maintenance by the residents of the appliances and furniture provided, as well as payment for electricity, gas, and internet bills. Also, each apartment houses three single employees, divided by gender. Do the two of you intend to stay together?” Sara and I looked at each other for a moment.

“We do,” I replied.

“Okay. I’ve just accessed the system and apartment 1801 is still vacant, so I’ll put you two there, all right?”

“Sure.”

“You should receive a new roommate at some point,” he informed us. He kept typing something into the system, and seconds later the printer started making that pre-printing noise. He grabbed the papers and slid one in front of me and another to Sara. “Sign here, please.”

I leaned over the desk, took the pen, signed the paper, and confirmed that our apartment would be 1801. My sister did the same. He pulled a small fingerprint reader from the right-hand corner and placed it in the middle of the desk.

“The apartment lock is activated by fingerprint. I’ll register yours now so access is already enabled.” I offered my index finger to the man, who positioned it on the reader. Sara did the same. “All set. If you’d like to go up and see the apartment, feel free.”

“Thank you!” I said.

I left with Sara, completely thrilled. My sister also seemed to be living what felt like a dream coming true.

“We’re going to live in an apartment all our own, Oli!” she exclaimed, pressing the elevator button.

“I know, I can’t believe it. Did you see how fancy it is? We’re going to open the door with our fingerprints,” I commented.

“Eighteen floors is pretty high up, do you think we’ll have a view of the mountains?” Sara wondered. The elevator stopped on our floor.

“Let’s find out now!” I ran to the door and placed my finger on the reader. The lock clicked open automatically. “Oh my God, this is too amazing!”

The moment I stepped inside the apartment, my jaw dropped. It was much more beautiful than I’d imagined. The living room was spacious with a huge TV screen and a sofa that looked more comfortable than a lot of beds out there. The kitchen, on the left side, was all in white stone, with a giant island where those fancy home improvement store range hoods completed the look.

“There’s no way I’m going to have the nerve to cook in this perfect kitchen,” Sara said. “It’s almost a shame to use it.”

I walked down the hallway that led to the apartment’s three bedrooms and the bathroom. All the bedrooms were not only gorgeous, but well-decorated and with a small balcony. The only difference was that the last room down the hall, on top of all that, also had its own bathroom with nothing less than a jacuzzi tub.

“Sara! Come here!” I shouted from the suite door. My sister came running. “Look at that!”

“A jacuzzi tub! Oli, this room is mine!” she declared. I crossed my arms.

“No way, I got here first, so the room is mine,” I argued.

“I’m the older sister, Oli. It’s my right.”

“Please, Sara, I’ve never had a bath in a tub,” I tried to convince her.

“Exactly, you can’t miss what you’ve never had, little sis. Besides, I’ll definitely get better use out of it than you.”

Sara was right. She could definitely enjoy the tub a lot more than I could. Maybe I could just convince her to let me try it out a few times.

“Fine, you win,” I said. “But only if I can use your tub whenever I want.”

“Deal.”

​
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CHAPTER 2
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Leonardo

THE GODDAMN ALARM CLOCK noise nearly split my skull open. Eyes still shut, I groped around, reaching for the device on the nightstand. I pulled my phone up to my face, fumbling for the button to shut off that hellish fucking sound. Wait a minute. The noise wasn’t coming from my phone.

I rolled onto my right side and found the naked silhouette of a woman in my bed. Fuck, how did I let this happen? I never spent the night with a woman, let alone brought one back to my place. But last night had been my final celebration in Solara Coast, and Henri, Gui, and I wanted a memorable night. Which it was, but I hadn’t intended to lose my goddamn mind and bring a woman back to sleep in my bed.

“Hey, sweetheart,” I said, giving the blonde girl a gentle nudge. She didn’t even stir. I did it again. She turned over, exposing her breasts right in my face. Well, I definitely understood why last night’s Leo had been interested.

“Hi, handsome. Good morning,” the girl greeted. The alarm sound continued, driving me slowly insane.

“Your alarm is going off,” I informed her, since she didn’t seem bothered. The girl furrowed her brow as if she still couldn’t process what I was saying. I nodded toward her phone.

“Oh,” she grabbed it and swiped to silence the noise. Thank God. “What are you doing today?”

I got out of bed, searching for my boxers, which had been tossed somewhere the night before. I was running late. All things considered, the blonde’s alarm had still saved me from being even later.

“Moving to another city,” I said, pulling on my jeans.

“That’s the worst excuse anyone’s ever used to get rid of me.” She scowled and got up, hunting for her clothes scattered across the bedroom floor. The girl had a great ass, too.

I could have corrected her and said I wasn’t offering an excuse, but maybe this way was not only easier but faster for getting her out of my apartment. It wasn’t like I planned on seeing her again anyway.

“Can I call you an Uber?” I asked. She looked up, shooting daggers at me with her eyes.

“No. I’ll take the metro,” she replied. I nodded. She had just pulled her top on when she walked past me and deliberately shoved me aside. “I know where the exit is.”

The girl stormed out, slamming my apartment door behind her. I finished putting on the only clothes I’d left out of my packed suitcases and headed to the kitchen to make two cups of coffee. I shoved my phone and wallet into my pocket and went out the door to the apartment across from mine. I knocked, already knowing my old man would have been up since around 5 a.m.

“Morning, Dad,” I greeted him, handing over the coffee.

“Morning, son.” He moved aside to let me in.

My father had worked his whole life as a truck driver, traveling long hours hauling goods from one warehouse to another. I usually went with him whenever I could; I loved the feeling of being inside a giant vehicle that seemed bigger than everything else on the road. It had always been just the two of us, ever since my mother passed away when I was too young to even remember.

“You don’t need to baby me by bringing me breakfast. I’m not an invalid,” he grumbled, but took a sip of the coffee.

“I know, but it’s my last morning here. Wanted to do something nice for you, old man,” I said.

Seu João Carlos was stubborn as hell. Ever since the traffic accident four years ago that forced him into early retirement, he’d been depressed about being stuck at home. Luckily, I’d gotten promoted to Head Photographer at Werberg around the same time, which allowed me to cover not only my own bills but his, too. But he never took that very well.

“You heading out already this morning?” he asked. I nodded.

“Taking an Uber to Henri’s to drop off the suitcases, then coming back for the bike.”

“You’re riding your bike to Silvervale?” My father asked, horrified.

“Of course I am.”

“You know the Serra road is full of truckers going uphill who hate bikes, right?” he complained. “I know, because I was one of them.” I laughed.

“Relax, Dad, I know how to take care of myself.”

“I know how to take care of myself, too, and you won’t stop treating me like a feeble old man.” I rolled my eyes.

My father’s accident hadn’t been severe, but it was enough to leave his right leg with permanent problems. The company that contracted his transport services terminated his agreement almost immediately, and the only solution we found was disability retirement. But I knew that term was a real nightmare for him.

“It’s just a son worrying,” I justified.

“It’s just a father worrying,” he shot back. I smiled.

“There’s still time for you to stop being so stubborn and change your mind about coming to live with me in Silvervale. I’m sure finding an apartment there would be easy,” I said. My father made a face of disgust.

“No, Leonardo. I already told you, you go live your life. I’m fine right here in my own home,” he complained. “Go to Silvervale and see if you can find a decent girl there. Enough of this in-and-out business you’ve got going on here; you’re getting too old for that.”

I laughed. My father never gave up trying to convince me to settle down with someone. But I couldn’t imagine that happening anytime in the near future. I couldn’t connect with any woman beyond sex.

“I’ll be back in two weeks to see you, then,” I said. I went over and hugged him. “Take care of yourself, old man. And that cell phone I gave you is for using, not for sitting turned off in a drawer.” My father huffed.

“Have a good trip, son.”
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THE START OF MY ROUTINE in Silvervale was turning out much better than I’d imagined. At first glance, I thought the city would be kind of sleepy, being smaller and with fewer people. But, in reality, the nightlife was pretty lively. I’d already tried at least three different clubs in my first few weeks there. Plus, one of our best discoveries had been Raul’s Pool Hall. Somehow, that grumpy old man behind the counter always reminded me of my dad.

Tomorrow was a day for spending some time there, Henri’s idea this time. I’d bet anything it had something to do with his new fling, also known as Mel’s roommate. The girl was nice enough, but if you want my opinion, Henri should really be with Mel. The two of them were clearly soulmates.

I got to the office around 9 a.m. that Thursday. The routine of my days at Werberg was almost always unpredictable. Sometimes I needed to shoot on location, other times I worked on editing images, and most of the time, I supervised other photographers and editors. My photography work was always for magazine covers, which made my portfolio somewhat exotic. I’d captured images ranging from typical Thai food to the famous Brazilian actress nominated for a Golden Globe. That last one, incidentally, earned me some serious overtime. But the camera had been set aside for now.

“Morning, Leo. I just finished editing the images for the March Casa & Design interior spread,” one of my assistants said, approaching as soon as I passed through the glass door of my department. “Think I could stop by your office at lunch and we can go over it together?”

I knew what “stop by my office at lunch” meant. And I was absolutely certain the last thing we’d be doing was looking at the Casa & Design interior. But, luckily for me, Maju liked things as casual as I did.

“Sure, Maju,” I said, giving her a sly smile. “I’ll expect you at noon.”

I headed to my office, where I spent the next few hours completely immersed in editing the photos I’d taken of Thayla Freire, a highly sought-after model who had specifically requested me for the shoot. The photo session had happened a while back, but the publication would only be in the March issue of Fashionista, Werberg’s fashion magazine.

I heard a knock on the door and Maju’s head appeared in the crack. I hadn’t even noticed the time. My laptop clock read 12:00 p.m. The girl was really punctual.

“Come in, beautiful,” I said. She slipped through the door and turned the lock. Now things were getting good. “You want to see the edits?” I knew she didn’t, but I had to ask.

“Oops, I think I left them at my desk,” she said with fake innocence. “I thought we could do something else.”

I grinned and pulled the girl toward me. She slid her hands over my torso, undid my pants button, then slowly lowered the zipper of my jeans. I leaned back against the desk, just enjoying the sight of a gorgeous woman with her mouth around my cock. My life was too fucking good.

As soon as Maju finished sucking me off, she lifted her head and licked her lips provocatively. I fastened my pants and adjusted myself in my boxers.

“By the way, Elias from editing asked me to tell you you’re requested on the fourteenth floor. Something about scheduling a cover shoot,” the girl informed me.

“Thanks, sweetheart. I’ll head up now.”

I left my office and headed for the elevator at the far end of the Editing department corridor. Lunch hour was usually busier precisely because a good number of employees went out to eat or met up with colleagues on the company’s designated relaxation floor. As the elevator was almost there, I positioned myself in the center. The doors opened, and something small collided with me. It took me a few seconds to realize it was a girl. She looked up, startled to see me.

Whoa. Not just a girl. The girl. She was beautiful. And fucking hot as hell. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Damn, what legs!

“Sorry,” she said. Even her voice sounded amazing. “I thought this was my floor.”

“No problem. Are you hurt?” I asked, using the supposed check on her well-being as an excuse to give another once-over to that body, which was probably about to become my new porn fantasy. She shook her head. The girl didn’t even look up to meet my eyes. What the hell was going on? “First time here?”

She lifted her face quickly, almost as if she wasn’t even interested in talking about anything. Once again, I almost got lost right there. Fuck, she was so beautiful. I’d always preferred brunettes, but I’d never been attracted on this level before.

“Yeah, first time,” she said and went back to focusing on the document folder she was carrying. She shifted the plastic binder away from her body just enough for me to get another look.

Wait a minute! That photo was mine! I mean, taken by me. What were the odds that this girl, who seemed to have stepped right out of the depths of my desires, would be in the same elevator as me wearing a fucking shirt with a photo I’d taken? It even had my goddamn professional signature in the corner of the image.

I needed to know more about her. Anything.

“I like your shirt. Cool photo.” I tried to start a conversation. Shit, I’d never had to work to start a conversation with a woman. Why the hell wouldn’t she even look at me?

“Thanks,” she thanked me in a low voice.

Okay. I was just going to ask. At least her name. Maybe the department she was going to work in. Perhaps ask if she was single.

“What’s your...” I started to say, but before I could finish, the elevator doors opened on the twelfth floor.

“This is me. Good day!” She simply hopped out as if I were fucking nothing.

Shit. I didn’t even get her name. All I knew was that she was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen, that she’d gotten off on the twelfth floor, and that she had excellent taste in shirt prints.
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THE NEXT DAY, I WOKE up with the image of the elevator girl in my head. I’d already gone to sleep with her goddamn face occupying my mind, too. I needed to find out who she was before I started going crazy. I got to work early, aiming to take a few minutes to ask around if anyone had any information about her. I stopped at the main reception desk in the building lobby.

“Morning, Dona Lúcia,” I greeted one of our receptionists. “You’re looking more beautiful every day, you know that?”

“Morning, Leo. And you’re looking stronger every day. Isn’t it about time you quit with all this muscle business?” she asked.

“The ladies love it, Dona Lúcia,” I said, smiling. “Speaking of ladies, by any chance do you remember seeing a girl yesterday with long dark hair, fair skin, and completely gorgeous? She was wearing jeans and a long-sleeved top.”

“Ah, my dear, so many people come through here. I wouldn’t remember even if I tried,” she said. I knew that, but I had to try.

“Anyway, thank you,” I said and placed a kiss on the back of her hand before heading up to my department.

Today was a day for lunch at our usual corner restaurant, because Henri supposedly had some news to share. The morning went more smoothly than usual; I’d finally managed to finish editing all the Thayla Freire photos and still had time left to organize my schedule for location shoots.

When the computer clock hit 12:30, I shut everything down and headed to the restaurant. Most of them were already there, including our newest apartment-mate, Pedro.

“So, guys...” Henri began, with an expression mixing a bit of apprehension and amusement. “What I wanted to tell you is that...”

“We’re dating!” Jana said.

Holy shit, this time Henri had outdone himself. He’d been hooking up with the girl for like a week and they were already dating? What the actual fuck. He was going to hear from me. But on the other hand...

“Now for the important part,” I said, as the memory of the bet we’d made months ago came back to me. “Gui and Mel, you lost. You owe me fifty reais each.”

Guilherme tried to argue and declare himself the winner, but in the end, he accepted that I was the grand champion. My friend got a girlfriend, and I got a hundred reais richer.

“You guys are a fun group,” Pedro commented. “I think I’m really going to like this new job.”

Suddenly, a light bulb went off in my head. Pedro was also a new employee at Werberg. Fuck, maybe he’d run into the girl of my dreams when he was handing in his hiring documents.

“Speaking of new jobs, you went to hand in your documents today, right?” I asked casually. Pedro nodded. “You wouldn’t happen to know who a short girl is, with dark, wavy hair?”

“Leo, you just described half of Werberg,” Mel teased. If she’d seen the elevator girl, she’d know she was nothing like half of Werberg.

“She was wearing jeans and a t-shirt with an incredibly well-shot photograph of a woman on a street in Copacabana on a beautiful sunny Saturday. It had a phrase written on it too. Something about taking one step at a time.” I tried to help, offering more information.

“Sorry, man. I wasn’t really paying attention to the rest of the crowd there,” Pedro said. Damn, it seemed like nobody knew who she was.

“Leo, how do you know so much about a simple t-shirt?” Mel wanted to know.

“Maybe, Mel, because I was the one who took the photo on that t-shirt. And when I tried to strike up a conversation with the girl about it, she totally ignored me!” She more than ignored me. She didn’t even look at my face, actually.

“Oh, no. A girl bruised the great Leonardo Avelar’s ego,” Henri teased.

“And now he won’t rest until he finds out who the poor thing is and makes her pay for this great sin.” That wasn’t the point, but I wouldn’t correct the two of them now. I was still going to find out that girl’s name.

For the rest of my day, I stayed in the office. It wasn’t my favorite part of the job, since I always preferred to be out photographing, but I tolerated it. Henri showed up at my office door a little after 6 p.m.

“Fuck, still working?” he complained.

“I’m responsible, bro,” I shot back. I saved the last edits on the open Photoshop screen and closed my laptop. “Where’s Gui?”

“He’s not coming,” Henri said. “Seems Evandro isn’t feeling well again.”

“That sucks,” I commented. Evandro was the owner of Werberg Publishing and almost like a father to our friend, since years ago he’d been married to his mother. “Shall we?”

The walk to Raul’s Pool Hall was so ingrained in our minds that my feet almost walked there on their own. We climbed the narrow stairs up to the familiar second-floor space that housed one of our favorite spots in Silvervale.

“Good evening, boys,” Raul greeted, drying one of the pint glasses he usually served beers in.

“Hey, Raul,” I replied, pulling out one of the stools in front of the bar to sit. Henri joined me.

“Where’s the third muscleman?” he asked, referring to Guilherme’s absence.

“He can’t make it today, Mr. Raul,” Henri explained.

“You’ll have to make do with just the two of us,” I joked. Raul let out a laugh.

“Want an ice-cold beer to start?” I nodded.

“What about Jana?” I asked Henri.

“What about her?” he shot back.

“Since when did you plan on jumping into a fucking relationship so fast?” My friend rolled his eyes.

“We like each other, she’s a nice girl.” I scoffed.

“See, Raul? This is why I don’t do relationships.” I took a sip of my beer. “To date a girl, I can’t just think she’s ‘nice.’ She needs to be incredible. I need to believe I’ve found the woman of my life.”

“That’s why you don’t date,” Henri retorted.

“Yeah. But I prefer it that way. Better than dating a girl who’s just nice when you could be with an incredible one who actually could be the woman of your life,” I said. Henri let out a grumble of complaint.

“Don’t start, Leo. You know Mel and I are just friends.”

“Funny, I didn’t even mention Mel’s name. But just talk about an incredible woman who could be the love of your life, and your first thought was of her. Not the girl you just started dating,” I prodded. Henri needed to see the fucking truth that was right under his nose.

“Fuck you, Leo. I knew you were talking about her. And like I said, we’re friends. It’s always been that way.”

“It doesn’t have to stay that way just because it always has been,” I insisted.

“I’m dating Jana, for fuck’s sake.”

“Then break up, for fuck’s sake,” I mocked.

“We’d better start a game of pool before I want to use the cue to beat the shit out of you.”

My friend was completely blind and played deaf whenever I tried to point out what was right in front of him. He was right, I didn’t date, so maybe I couldn’t have an opinion on anything. But of one thing I was sure: if someone didn’t turn my world upside down and become the face that dominated my thoughts, it was because that person wasn’t worth it.
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THE LAST DAYS OF THE week had been hectic, but I managed to let myself relax on Saturday night with a hot blonde I’d hooked up with in my first week in Silvervale. Unfortunately, every time I slid my dick inside her, it wasn’t my companion’s light hair I imagined splayed across the sheets. And it certainly wasn’t her legs I pictured myself gripping.

I was starting to feel like a fucking maniac. I couldn’t get the girl’s face out of my head and I didn’t know why. Did Henri and Mel have a point? Was I just feeling butthurt because someone didn’t give me the time of day? It couldn’t be just that.

That’s why, on Monday, a brilliant idea popped into my head. I’d go to HR and try to get some information. Joana, the manager in charge, not only adored me but also owed me a huge favor since I’d photographed her youngest daughter’s debutante shoot for free. She could definitely help me. I was confident.

Until, as soon as I arrived at the department, the face I found wasn’t Joana’s. At least, the hottie who was there might be able to give me information through... other means.

“Good morning, can I help you?” the girl asked in a fake-sweet tone.

“Hi, good morning. Actually, I wanted a little help from you...” I said, offering my best smile.

“And how can I be of service?” Why did she seem so sarcastic?

“Well, I’m looking for a person. She’s new to the company, she was here last week dropping off documents...” Before I could finish, the girl rolled her eyes and cut me off.

“Leonardo, this is a serious department, not a dating app.”

“No, it’s not that,” I tried to justify myself. “I just needed to know her name because...” I tried to think of any bullshit excuse, but nothing came.

“Why do you want to know, if when it matters most, you’re going to call her by another, similar name?” Whoa, hold on. I think I’m treading on dangerous ground here.

“Sweetheart, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I admitted. She got even angrier.

“You don’t even remember you fucked me months ago and called me Larissa?” I fell silent. I had no clue. But the girl was pretty, so it was very likely I had fucked her. “AND MY NAME IS LETÍCIA!”

“Look, in my defense, Larissa and Letícia are very similar names.”

“Get out of my department, Leonardo,” she said in a threatening tone.

“Larissa, listen to me...”

“IT’S LETÍCIA!” she shouted. Fuck, Leonardo, why did you have to be so bad with names? This is why it always worked better to call them ‘beautiful’ or ‘sweetheart.’ Never any mistakes. “Get out of here before I throw this pencil holder at your head.”

I raised my hands in surrender and left the Human Resources department. My foolproof plan had failed. Now I’d need another way to discover the name of the face and the delicious body that wouldn’t leave my mind.

Fashionista!

Behavior Column

April Edition by Olívia Vianna

Change: 1. To remove; 2. to put in another place; 3. to substitute; 4. to alter, exchange, vary, transform; 5. to go inhabit or station oneself elsewhere; 6. to become different from what one was; 7. to leave (one thing for another); 8. to transfer one’s residence to another land, another house, etc.; 9. to transform oneself.

Everything around us is in constant change: the songs on the radio while we drive, the TV schedule, the weather, the seasons, the hours, the days, the months, the years, and even the clothes we wear.

Change isn’t always easy. Just like writing your first column as a journalist at a new magazine. It demands that we step out of our comfort zone to face the unknown. As a good Virgo, I love order, organization, and having control over everything around me. None of those words are very related to change.

But, after all, who am I? I’m Olívia, but you can call me Oli. Born and raised in Solara Coast, a journalist by training and by heart. I love spending time with my family, my friends, watching movies, series, reading, and writing. I’m an ordinary person, just like you. I have my fears, my flaws, and I can hardly see any qualities in myself. And, until a few months ago, I was the all-time least fan of change. I had every little detail of my life planned out. But, for some reason, things started to seem meaningless. As if something was missing. I wanted more.

That’s how I ended up here. Nothing like a new job in a new city to make you feel: fear, joy, tension, fulfillment. It’s such a jumble of feelings that sometimes I don’t even know how to explain it. Life is made of cycles, full of endings and new beginnings, and dealing with change has always stirred up many yearnings and fears of the unpredictable future in me. Although change is frightening at first, it’s part of our growth.

My column is a kind of personal diary (which will be read by thousands of people, but I’ll pretend it’s not so I don’t freak out). In this space, I want to share with you all the different directions life has been taking me. The world around us is constantly changing, so for what reason should we remain the same?
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CHAPTER 3
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Olivia

I WOKE UP EARLIER THAN necessary. The truth is, I hadn’t slept well all night, I was so anxious about my first day at Werberg. Thank God I’ve always loved makeup and could easily hide my dark circles with some concealer. The makeup process was a kind of therapy for me. I loved imagining my face as a blank canvas, ready to be painted by me, the great artist. The fact that I could disguise certain flaws, like a very evident double chin, just by using the right products made me love it all even more. If only it were that easy to disguise other parts of my body...

Half an hour had passed and I’d already tried on half my wardrobe, but nothing seemed to look good on me. As usual. Even though I worked at a fashion magazine, I didn’t know much about the fashion world. I think I gave up on understanding fashion as a teenager. I loved reading the popular fashion magazines back then, but whenever I tried to put their tips into practice... it just didn’t work. How did everything look so perfect on the model and so weird on me? Even when I tried to follow those tips for disguising the parts of my body I didn’t like by wearing piece X or Y, it had no effect. It was as if nothing fit me the way it fit other people.

“Oli, we’re going to be late if you keep overthinking,” Sara said, watching me. She was standing in my bedroom doorway, leaning against the frame, wearing a tight black pair of pants, a basic white top, and a blazer. She looked gorgeous, as always. My older sister could wear a garbage bag wrapped around her body and still look stunning, turning heads as she walked down the street.

“It’s just that nothing looks good on me. I’m working in the fashion department, Sara. Everyone’s super stylish, I need to be too,” I commented.

“Why don’t you wear that dress?” she said, pointing to a floral piece I don’t even know why I still had in my closet since I never wore it.

“It’ll be too vulgar for work,” I replied. Sara rolled her eyes. No way was I showing my legs on my first day at a new company. What would they think of me?

“You have fifteen minutes to decide,” Sara ordered, leaving me alone in the middle of the room, still undecided. I looked at that mountain of clothes thrown on my bed. I took a deep breath and ended up opting for the same foolproof combination as always: jeans and a t-shirt. With the right accessories, maybe I could pretend I knew something about fashion while still blending in. It seemed like a perfect plan.

Sara and I walked together to the building where Werberg Publishing was located. It wasn’t far from where we lived, which was great because I wouldn’t have to spend money on commuting.

“Nervous, little sis?” she asked.

“Way too much.” Which was pretty obvious since I couldn’t stop cracking my knuckles, clearly on edge. “And you?”

“Normal, I guess. But it’s your first job. It’d be weird if you weren’t feeling like this,” she tried to reassure me. “But let’s talk about something else to distract you. Did you see the new gossip about that fashion blogger you love? Seems she got lipo, but she was going around saying she’d lost weight just by eating vegan,” my older sister started telling me about the story she’d read earlier on some gossip Instagram. Her intention to distract me was great, too bad it just swapped one worry in my head for another. “Olivia, are you listening to me?”

“Yes, Sara, of course I am,” I lied. I’d spent the last few minutes lost in my own thoughts. If it wasn’t easy for the blogger with the perfect body, imagine for me. “But what did you ask again?” My sister huffed.

“If you want to have lunch with me today. I heard good things about a restaurant on the corner, near the Publishing building. Wanted to try their main dish today.”

“What is it?”

“Tagliatelle with spiced butter. And there’ll be petit gateau for dessert. You know that’s my favorite dessert ever!”

“Sara, I’d love to, but I don’t know how my day will be yet. Let’s text during the morning to decide, okay?” I said, already knowing what my answer would be.

“Send me a message when you know,” my sister requested.

We entered the building belonging to the Werberg family and used our employee badges to unlock the turnstile that gave access to the elevators. I was so nervous! My heart felt more like a samba school parading inside my chest. One of the elevators was already on the ground floor and we got in. I remembered the last time I’d been in that same metal box. Did the man I’d bumped into that day also work here? Maybe he was some model hired for a cover shoot. I mean, the guy was gorgeous.

“My floor,” Sara said cheerfully as the elevator doors opened. “Have an excellent first day, little sis. See you later!”

“You too, Sara,” I replied. The doors closed once more and I continued my short journey to where my department was located.

The next time the elevator door opened was on my floor. The entire floor dedicated to the fashion magazine. As soon as I stepped out of the metal space, a girl in a black and yellow checkered pantsuit, which strongly reminded me of an iconic outfit Cher wore in Clueless, appeared in my field of vision, holding a coffee cup in one hand and a phone in the other.

“You must be Olivia, right? I’ve never seen you around here, so I’m guessing it’s you.”

“Yeah, that’s me. Today’s my first day.”

“Great! I’m Paula, Adriana’s assistant. She asked me to welcome you and the other new girls.” She pointed to a corner where two girls roughly my age were standing, looking just as lost as I felt. Paula called the two girls over and they walked to where we were.

“Hi, I’m Olivia,” I introduced myself.

“I’m Renata,” the woman with straight hair that fell just below her shoulders introduced herself.

“And I’m Marina,” replied the other girl, with curly hair. She had a marvelous mouth that made me consider lip filler. But I doubt it would suit me much.

“And I’m Paula, but you already know that. Now that you all know each other, how about a tour of our floor?” The three of us exchanged excited looks at the idea and Paula signaled for us to follow her. “This bigger office is, obviously, Adriana’s, our editor-in-chief. The walls are all glass so she can keep an eye on you all the time.” Renata’s eyes widened. “I’m kidding, but I love the scared look all the newbies get when I say that. Adriana is a really cool boss, as long as you don’t step on her toes, of course. Well, further ahead we have my favorite spot: the closet. We keep all the pieces that will be or have been used in the fashion editorials in there.”

“Can we look inside?” Marina asked. Paula opened the door so we could see the room. It was much bigger than I’d imagined. All the walls were covered with racks full of clothes. Sara would go crazy in there. In the middle of the room, some sofas in shades of pink occupied the space.

“The meeting room is next to Adriana’s office. At the end of this hallway, we have the bathrooms. We don’t have a cafeteria here because we have a whole floor just for that. We also have a super cool floor we can use to relax! I can show you later. Each employee has their own little spot,” she said, pointing to the large hall full of desks, each with its own computer. “Yours are already set aside. You can decorate them if you want. I think that’s everything, any questions?”

“Where will my desk be?” Marina wanted to know.

“I’ll take each of you there now. You can leave your things there and then we’ll go to Adriana’s office; she wants to talk to you.”

Marina and Renata had been assigned desks next to each other. The two seemed to have hit it off from the start, so I guess they must have liked that. As for me, I was placed on the opposite side. At least my desk had a privileged view of the floor-to-ceiling window on one of the walls. My desk neighbor wasn’t there yet. After placing my bag in my new workspace, I followed Paula and the other girls to our boss’s office.

“Hi, Adriana! The girls are here,” Paula announced, entering our boss’s office.

“Good morning, girls. Please, have a seat. I hope your transition has been smooth,” greeted the woman in front of us. Adriana was so elegant: thin, tall, with a Chanel haircut and of East Asian descent. “This month we’ve already had our team meeting to define the topics. But, since you only arrived today, you didn’t have the chance to participate. Well, in any case, you’ll already have your first column published in this month’s issue. And, as discussed in the final interview, each of you will also have a weekly column on our website. In the digital column, you have the freedom to write about whatever you want, as long as it’s within the ethical principles of the profession and our company. Any questions?”

“When do we have to submit our article?” Adriana shot a look at Paula, indicating she should know the answer to that question. She typed a few things on her phone and then answered.

“Friday, at the latest.”

“Do you think you can manage?” Adriana questioned.

“Yes,” we answered almost in unison.

“Perfect! Then let’s get to the topics. Renata, you’ll be responsible for the beauty column. Your job will basically be to test the trending products on the market and write a critical review. Don’t be afraid to tell the truth. This month’s theme is skincare. The selected products are already set aside for you. Look for Ana when you leave here.”

“You can count on me,” she replied excitedly.

“Marina, you’ll be responsible for the column about celebrities. Gossip, news, what they’re wearing to events, etc. This week we have the scandal of the blogger who was caught lying about her perfect body being based solely on diet when she actually had a surgical procedure. Your column will be based on that: to what extent can we trust celebrities’ photos on social media? What’s real, what’s Photoshop, and what’s a surgical procedure disguised as healthy eating and gym hours?”

“Love it! It’ll be fun to research that.” The girl jotted down a few things in the notebook she carried with her.

“Lastly, Olivia. You’ll be our new bet. Our bosses loved your suggestion during the interview to create a lifestyle column focused on more reflective texts. And since the idea came from you, it’s only fair to give you the column. Our suggestion is that you write the column in a very personal, very real-life way. Our readers are tired of seeing people with perfect lives on social media giving advice based on their even more perfect realities. We want to inspire real people with real stories. You’ll have more freedom to choose what to write about since we’re asking, in a way, for you to expose a bit of your life to our audience. Write your piece and send it directly to me. If I don’t think it aligns with what we expect, we’ll think of another topic. But I believe you won’t disappoint us.”

“I’ll do my best, Adriana,” I replied.

After our quick meeting, I went back to my desk to start working. I was proud of myself for suggesting a topic in the interview that they liked so much they created a column for it. I’ve always loved writing about my life. The difference is that now thousands of people could read what used to stay locked away in a file on my old laptop. That made me extremely anxious, but I trusted myself quite a bit, professionally speaking. It was one of the few areas of my life I felt secure about.

I spent the whole morning searching for a topic to write about. I’d jotted down a few ideas that came to mind, but I wasn’t 100% satisfied with any of them. My phone rang near lunchtime.

“Hi, Oli! Want to have lunch?” I had completely forgotten to text Sara.

“Can’t, Sara. I have to submit a piece by Friday and I haven’t written a single word yet.”

“A half-hour lunch isn’t going to set you back, Oli.”

“Sorry, sis! I promise to make it up to you tonight, okay? You can choose our dinner and I’ll pay.” Sara huffed so loudly I could hear it through the phone.

“Fine, okay. See you at home, then. Kisses!”

“Kiss!”

I spent another fifteen minutes staring at my computer screen. The Word document I’d opened remained blank. Sometimes it was so hard to find the right words to put on paper. My stomach growled. Damn it. I hadn’t eaten anything in the morning, so I’d have to eat something now or I’d feel sick on my first day. I definitely didn’t want to be remembered that way. I shut down my computer, grabbed my wallet, my phone and my headphones, and walked toward the elevator that would take me to the company’s break area. I hadn’t brought any food, but Paula had told me the place sold some ready-made snacks. I was counting on that.

The cafeteria also occupied an entire floor. Besides fridges and microwaves for those who chose to bring food from home, the floor housed a self-service restaurant and also a snack bar, plus several tables scattered around for people to sit and have lunch. Even though the savory pastries displayed in the snack bar’s glass case looked way too tempting, I ended up preferring to just have a salad at the restaurant.

After assembling my plate, I headed to one of the empty tables and sat down. I put on a playlist on my phone while I ate lunch. Maybe some music would end up serving as inspiration for me to write my column.
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BY THE END OF THE WORKDAY, I was satisfied because I’d managed to find the perfect topic for my first piece in the magazine. I’d also started outlining ideas for my website columns. When my phone beeped, alerting me it was time to clock out and head home, I turned off my computer with a smile on my face and a sense of duty fulfilled.

Olivia: First day successfully completed. Walk home together?

Sara: At least one of us got lucky

Olivia: What happened?

Sara: Tell you later. You can go, I still have a few things to do here

Sara: Haven’t forgotten dinner’s on you :)

“How was the first day?” Renata wanted to know. She and Marina were waiting for the elevator to reach our floor when I approached.

“I think it was great. I really liked it,” I replied. “And yours?”

“I started my research for the article. I was telling Rê everything I found snooping around the bloggers‘ social media today. This is just the best job of my life,” Marina recounted.

“And I’m already dying to try out the little products I got as samples for my reviews. Marina and I are heading to a bar after this. Why don’t you come with us? Have a few beers and some fries to celebrate our first day. What could be better?”

“Thanks for the invite, girls, but I already have dinner plans with my sister. And Sara will kill me if I bail on her. I already skipped lunch,” I explained.

“Aw, what a shame! Next time, then,” Renata said.

The elevator arrived on our floor, and two other people were already inside. A dark-haired girl with curly hair and a serious, unfriendly face, and a blond guy with blue eyes who was very handsome. He was on his phone, but when he noticed we’d entered the space, he looked up from the screen and made a point of greeting us. On top of everything, he was polite. If a certain tattooed man didn’t dominate my dreams, I might even have been charmed by the blond. Come to think of it, I hadn’t crossed paths with him all day. Granted, I hadn’t been wandering every floor of Werberg, but a part of me had hoped to run into him in the cafeteria at lunchtime. Oh, Olívia Vianna, stop being silly. The tattooed guy probably doesn’t even remember you. That’s all I needed: to develop an unrequited crush.

I walked home alone. The upside of living in a small town like Silvervale was that I didn’t feel afraid doing that sort of thing. Besides, since most employees lived in the same building as me, many of them walked the same route. Some alone, some with their friends.

I entered the empty apartment and took advantage of Sara not being home to use the ensuite bathroom. I deserved to spend some time immersed in that jacuzzi to celebrate my first day at my first real job.

After the relaxing bath, I put on my pajamas and went to the living room sofa to watch something on TV until my sister showed up. I was halfway through an episode of a series I’d recently discovered when Sara stormed into our apartment with firm steps.

“What happened?” I asked, startled.

“That idiot Pedro Diniz happened,” she replied. Sara threw her bag onto the sofa with such force I felt sorry for the aforementioned Pedro. Knowing my sister, what she really wanted was to throw that bag right in his face.

“Who’s Pedro?”

“He’s a jerk who works in my department. Oli, he thinks he’s the best food critic and the most badass chef in Brazil, no, on planet Earth.”

“And he’s not because that title belongs to you, of course,” I teased, knowing that was more or less how my sister saw the world.

“You said it, sis, not me,” she replied with a mischievous smile.

“What did this Pedro do that was so terrible on the first day to get you this upset?”

“Besides existing?” She rolled her eyes and flopped onto the sofa beside me. “Do you remember Théo? That friend of mine from college...” she began.

“How could I forget, Sara? You and the guy had the nerve to have sex in the car in front of our house and Dad almost caught you.”

“That’s not the point, Olívia. In fact, I’m feeling a little nostalgic for that day. The sex part, not the part where Dad almost caught us. Anyway, the thing is, Théo opened a restaurant in Barra da Tijuca. Some digital influencers started going there and it blew up, became a huge success, and now there’s even a waiting list for a reservation. Our editor-in-chief wanted one of us two to write a review of the place, to see if it’s really all that or not. I volunteered right away. It was my first day and I wanted to show proactivity, you know? So I said I’d love to do the piece, especially since the owner was a friend from college. And you know what the insufferable one said?”

“What did he say?” I asked.

“That my opinion couldn’t be trusted since, being friends with the owner, my feelings might get in the way of my honest critique. Olívia, he basically said I’m not an ethical person and I don’t know how to do my job properly. The guy’s known me for ten minutes and he’s already drawing conclusions about me. I hate Pedro Diniz. And you hate him too!”

“But I don’t even know him!”

“Well, lucky you then. Anyway, I replied saying I was professional enough to separate things, but in the end our editor gave that task to him and not to me. And he even used the excuse that it’s because he has ’more seniority.‘ But this isn’t over, Oli. I’ll get my revenge. I don’t know how yet, but I will.”

“In that case, lucky me I’m not Pedro.” Sara was quite vindictive when she wanted to be. Which was whenever she felt wronged in some way. I’ll never forget the day I didn’t want to lend her my Nutcracker Barbie to play with. I had just taken the doll out of the box! What did my sister do? Dunked my toothbrush in the toilet. And the worst part? I used the toothbrush for a week before she finally confessed what she’d done.

“But enough about him. How was your day? I want to know everything.” I gave my sister a rundown of how things were going for me at Fashionista! “Oh, Oli! That’s wonderful,” she said when I finished talking about my column. “And it’s good you don’t have a Dementor as a coworker.”

“A Dementor?”

“Yes. Pedro feeds on people’s happiness just like a Dementor. That’s how he survives.” I couldn’t contain the laugh that escaped my mouth. “What do you think about ordering dinner now?” she changed the subject.

“What do you suggest?” I asked, opening the food delivery app on my phone.

“My coworkers were talking today about an artisanal burger place here. I think we should try it. They said their canoe-cut fries are divine! Let me check the name.” She grabbed her own phone and started searching. “Onyx Burger. Look it up, Oli!”

“Oh, Sara, eating burgers on a Monday?” I questioned.

“Listening to you, one would think you’re the healthiest person in the world, huh Oli? You love fried food!” Sara’s words affected me more than they should have. I really did love fried food. And I hated loving it so much. “Oli, I had a bad day. You said I could choose dinner!”

“I said I’d pay for dinner.”

“It’s practically the same thing.”

“Alright, Sara. Let’s just order it.”

We spent the next few minutes analyzing the place’s menu. My sister didn’t take long to make her order: a double-meat burger, with layers of onion rings and the house special sauce, plus a medium order of canoe-cut fries and a soda.

“And you, sis?” she asked.

“Oh, I still don’t know. I don’t think I’m really in the mood for a burger today. Do you think they sell salads?” I asked, sliding my finger across the screen to see the other options.

“Olívia, I refuse to let you buy an overpriced salad when there are burgers for the same price that are way tastier. Salad we make at home, these treats we don’t. Although I could try making them someday... Anyway, decide already. I’m hungry.”

“Okay, just give me another minute. It’s a tough decision.” I found a tab with kids’ sandwiches and decided to order one of those. At least they were smaller than the ones on the regular menu. Which meant they probably had fewer calories. I tapped on the image of the food to add it to the cart. No fries and no soda, of course. I clicked the green button to finalize my order before the guilt could stop me.

“I’m going to take a shower before the food gets here. Don’t start eating without me,” my sister said, walking toward the bathroom.

When Sara came out of the bathroom almost twenty minutes later, the doorman buzzed to say our food had arrived. Sara went down to get it while I set the table where we’d eat.

“It smells delicious,” Sara commented, placing the brown paper bag in the center of the table. “Did you not order fries, or did they forget?”

“I didn’t order. I’m not very hungry today... I had a late lunch.”

“Well, you can try some of mine if you want,” she said, bringing one to her mouth. “It’s delicious, Oli! Here, you have to try it.” Sara practically shoved the fry into my mouth. It really was delicious, which made me even sadder since I couldn’t eat it.

“I think I’m full. You can have the rest of my sandwich if you want,” I offered after eating half of my burger.

“Oli, your stomach must be smaller than normal. You always eat so little,” my sister observed.

“Yeah, that must be it,” I replied. “I think I’ll brush my teeth and go to sleep. It was a long day. See you tomorrow, Sara!”

“Good night, Oli.”

I lay in bed and, as always happened in these situations, started looking at old photos from my camera roll, analyzing every detail of my body in each one. The familiar feeling of guilt radiated throughout my body as silent tears fell from my eyes. Would this ever end?

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 4
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Leonardo

I SPENT ALL OF WEDNESDAY morning photographing products for a fashion magazine feature. Generally, I’m not the designated photographer for that kind of work. As the head of my department, I get to pick and choose what I want to do. I always prefer shooting people over objects. But today, specifically, the photographer who was supposed to do it was out on medical leave, so it fell to me to cover for my colleague.

The only upside to the whole thing was that Mel had volunteered to be the magazine rep responsible for helping me with the shoot. It was common practice at the company for someone from the magazine the photos were for to oversee the session. It was a way to ensure the shots were being done as desired and up to the standards expected by the head of that department.

“Mel, you’ve played this song about twenty times,” I complained. My friend had insisted on choosing the playlist to liven up our shoot. I hated working without music. But working through Taylor Swift’s entire discography wasn’t really my style either. Especially when Melissa insisted on eternally repeating some song she loved, which, by my count, was almost all of them. It was fucking annoying.

“Stay Stay Stay is an underrated TayTay anthem,” she said. I had no fucking clue what that meant.

“I need you to hold this reflector right here, Mel,” I asked, while adjusting the equipment into the right spot. Mel moved closer, taking my place. I took a few more shots of the product and this time I liked the result.

“Seriously, I’m the best photography assistant you’ve ever had, aren’t I?”

“You’re definitely the only assistant I let spend more time on Instagram looking at gossip instead of working, or choosing the music,” I teased.

“But I’m also the only assistant who’s buying you dessert at lunch today,” she shot back.

“That’s true. Usually, they prefer to pay for something else,” I replied with a dirty grin on my face.

“Ew, Leonardo.” Mel mimicked a disgusted expression.

“As if you’ve never come close to doing that, Mel.”

2 Years Ago

“IS SHE ALWAYS THIS late?” I asked Henri, who was sitting on my apartment sofa scrolling through his phone.

“She should be here any minute. She texted saying she left home almost ten minutes ago. She doesn’t live too far from here.”

Melissa Prado had recently been hired as one of the new columnists for the Werberg Publishing fashion magazine. We’d met through Henri. From what I gathered, they were childhood friends who’d drifted apart for years, until last month they bumped into each other in the Werberg hallways and slowly started reconnecting. Me, until then Henri’s only best friend, ended up getting close to the girl too. Mel was fun, lively, and almost as batshit crazy as I was. I liked her.

The doorbell rang a few minutes later. I opened the apartment door already knowing who I’d find there. My newest friend was wearing a tight black skirt, a top sheer enough for us to see the black lace lingerie underneath, and high heels. Her straight hair was styled in waves and she wore a red lipstick she usually didn’t wear to work.

“You look fucking hot,” I said, opening the door to let her in. “Henri, doesn’t she look hot?”

“You look beautiful, Mel,” my friend said, walking over to where we were.

“Thanks. If I’m not going to make an entrance, I don’t even leave the house.”

I walked to my liquor cabinet and grabbed a bottle of vodka. Then, I poured the liquid into the three shot glasses already sitting on my kitchen peninsula. I handed a glass to each of my friends and took one for myself.

“Let the games begin,” I said, raising my glass. Mel and Henri mirrored my movement. The three of us clinked glasses and knocked the shots back in one go.

“Where’s Gui?” Mel asked, placing her empty glass on the counter.

“He said he wasn’t having a good day for clubbing,” Henri answered. He didn’t need to say more for Mel and me to understand the hidden meaning in that sentence.

“Who wants another round before we head out? The Uber will be here any minute,” I said, trying to lighten the mood again. They both accepted, and each downed another shot.

The club we were going to tonight was located in Barra da Tijuca and had recently been bought and renovated by a famous sports YouTuber. The place showed up frequently in gossip magazines and websites since it was a popular haunt for minor celebrities.

“Why are there so many photographers at the door?” Mel asked when our car parked near the club.

“Probably some famous person inside. My guess is The Wolf,” I said.

“Who the hell is The Wolf?” she asked as we walked toward the entrance.

“He’s a famous MMA fighter,” Henri answered this time.

“Hot?”

“Not as hot as me, but he’ll do,” I replied.

“I’m gonna hunt down his social media right now to see who he is,” Mel started opening her purse to get her phone and stalk the guy.

“No need, Mel. That’s him right there, look,” Henri said, pointing to the guy entering through the club’s VIP door holding hands with a short brunette.

“Damn, looks like tonight’s not the night I’m going home with the hottest guy at the club,” Mel seemed genuinely disappointed.

“Who says it’s not, Mel? I’m still available,” I commented in a teasing tone, and Melissa smiled mischievously. As much as we loved teasing each other since we met, nothing had ever happened between the two of us. I’d even suspected Henri and she had something going on, but he assured me they were just friends. If you ask me, he was an idiot for never trying anything with her.

“First round of drinks is on me,” Henri said, heading toward the bar.

Around 1:30 a.m., I was standing at the bar waiting for my drink. I’d kissed enough women to lose count, but none of them made me want to extend the night somewhere else. To be honest, I could have gone home with the last girl I kissed before coming to the bar. It had been the best kiss of the night, but I had a feeling she wouldn’t handle keeping things casual for just one night very well. My phone buzzed with a message from Henri in our group chat. I hadn’t seen him for about twenty minutes, since he started hitting on the friend of one of the girls I’d hooked up with. Melissa had also been missing for a while.

Henri: Where r u guys?

Melissa: Bathroom line. So long. Considering using the men’s room tbh.

Leonardo: Bar

Melissa: The girl in front of me has a killer look where from I wonder????

Leonardo: Ask her, for fuck’s sake

Melissa: OMG Leo you have great ideas!!!!! I’m gonna do that!!!!

Henri: What time do u guys plan on heading home?

Melissa: I’m not going home until I pee!!!!! Leonardo: If you wanna leave with that girl you’re making out with, go ahead, I’ll get back with Mel.  Melissa: I don’t need a bodyguard!!!

Henri: As if we’d let you go home alone and drunk, Mel

Melissa: I’m supeeeeeeeeer goooooooooooooood!

Melissa sent a photo file

Melissa: This is me Mel super good and happy

Melissa sent a photo file

Melissa: This is my bathroom line friend and me, Mel.

Leonardo: Meet me at the bar when you’re out

My friend found me at the bar about ten minutes after our text exchange. I was finishing the drink I’d ordered as a last call.

“You want anything else to drink?” I asked.

“I think I’m good,” she replied.

“I’ll settle our tabs and then call an Uber for us,” I said. A few people were still ahead of us in line at the cashier.

“Shit!” she said, her hand going to her ear. “I think I left my earring in the bathroom. I’m gonna go back and check.” My friend took off running toward the restrooms.

The cashier kept calling people in line until it was my turn. As soon as she saw me, she broke into a big smile that I knew exactly what it meant. I handed over our tabs, and the brunette behind the counter brushed her fingers against mine, pretending it was an accident, but it obviously wasn’t.

“Enjoy your night at our club?” she started a conversation.

“Loved it. My first time and I’m not disappointed at all.”

“Your night doesn’t have to end here...” she began in a sexy tone of voice. At that exact moment, Melissa appeared beside me.

“Found it! Luckily someone found it by the sink and gave it to one of the cleaning staff,” my friend said.

“Oh, I didn’t know you were with someone,” the cashier woman said. “It’s obvious a guy like you would be with someone, I just didn’t expect that...” the woman left the sentence hanging. She looked Melissa up and down. And you know what? I didn’t like the expression on her face one bit. My friend noticed it too and was already ready to fire back when I started talking:

“That I’d be with the hottest woman in the club?” I put my hand on Mel’s waist and pulled our bodies closer. “Yeah, me neither. I’m one lucky son of a bitch.” Melissa stared at me for a few seconds and, without thinking too much, I used my other hand to pull her by the neck and press our mouths together in a quick kiss.

“That’ll be three hundred and eighty reais,” the girl said, her tone shifting to a ruder one, interrupting our kiss. “Cash or card?”

“Debit,” I said, handing her my card. Mel protested, saying she’d pay her share, but I didn’t let her. We left the club and stood on the sidewalk waiting for the Uber, which would still take about five minutes to arrive.

“You didn’t have to defend me like that from that woman,” Melissa said while the car hadn’t arrived yet.

“I didn’t do it for you, Mel. I saw an opportunity to kiss you and I took it. Totally selfish. I’ve been wanting to know if you were a good kisser for a long time now.”

“Seriously, Leo, that wasn’t even a real kiss. You can’t judge me based on that. I’m a very, very good kisser.”

“Oh, really?” I pulled her toward me by the waist. “Then why don’t you show me what it’s like to really kiss you?”

Mel smiled a little before pressing our mouths together in a kiss. Her tongue invaded my mouth, exploring every possible corner, while her hands caressed my abdomen under my shirt. My hands went instinctively to her hair and I gave a light tug as I nibbled on her lower lip.

“Fuck, Mel! You’re hot, I’m hot. We should have hooked up a long time ago.”

“Yeah, you’re not a bad kisser yourself.” I was ready to give Melissa the best kiss of her life when the Uber we’d ordered pulled up to the curb where we were standing. I opened the door for her to get in and followed right after. The driver started the route to our first stop: Mel’s place. We kept making out in the back seat until the driver cleared his throat to get our attention.

“We’ve arrived,” he said. He was clearly pissed at us. I bet I’d get a fucking one-star rating, but whatever.

“Come with me,” Mel said.

“You sure?”

“Come on, Leonardo Avelar!”

I thanked the driver for the ride and I think I heard him mutter something like “finally those two are out” as I got out of the vehicle. But my hearing might not have been 100% due to my blood alcohol level. Other parts of my body, however, were functioning perfectly.

We entered my friend’s apartment and walked straight to her bedroom, in the dark. While I explored her mouth with mine, my hands roamed over Melissa’s body without any shame. She, in turn, did the same.

“It’s hot in here, huh?” I said, pulling my shirt off over my head. Melissa tried to mimic my gesture but got tangled up and I had to help her.

“But if it’s hot, we might as well take everything off, right?” she said to me while taking off her skirt, leaving her in just a set of black lace lingerie. This time, I was the one who mimicked her gesture and took off my pants. My dick was getting harder by the minute.

“Come here,” I said, pulling her toward me once more and giving her ass a slap. She was about to open her mouth to say something, but I silenced her with a kiss. I don’t know how long we kept making out there in the middle of the room when she pulled away from me and stared at me with wide eyes.
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