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PROLOGUE
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A FRESH START EXISTS for those who open the doors of their heart and let a new love walk in.

That was how Patricia felt, getting engaged for the second time in her life.

Her sons, Eric and Ryan, stared at her through the phone screen, alarmed and bewildered, wondering how this had even happened. After all, she’d only been dating a nice man for a little over a year... But marriage?

To them, living in cities far from their mother, any new development in her life seemed too soon, too fast.

Who gets married at sixty?

“Boys, you’re making me nervous. Say something!” the woman asked, her eyes hopeful, standing beside her fiancé.

They’d gone out to dinner, and there, Joaquim had proposed. The moment they got home, she hadn’t wasted a second calling her sons to share the news.

Even as an adult, the approval of the only men in her life mattered. It mattered a lot.

Ryan, her eldest, let out a low whistle and looked at her through the screen.

“Cool, okay, I mean, congratulations, I guess!”

“My God, you’d think I just announced I have cancer,” she said, turning her hopeful gaze to Eric, her youngest.

Eric was still processing the news, stunned, adjusting his glasses on his tired face.

“Uh... Are you sure, Mom?” he blurted, then quickly corrected himself. “I mean, not that I don’t like you, Joaquim.”

“It’s alright. I understand the concern. That’s why we’ve planned something to bring us even closer before the wedding.”

“How do you mean?” Eric furrowed his brow and turned on the lights in his dark office, as if that would clarify the thoughts in his head.

It wasn’t easy seeing his mother with a man who wasn’t his father.

“We’re having the wedding at one of Joaquim’s farms. It’ll be a ten-day stay in May. Figure things out with work; it’s essential you’re both here with us. We’ll connect before the wedding happens and...”

The older son interrupted:

“Ten days? You’re planning a ten-day wedding? Isn’t that a bit much?”

Ryan sought out his brother on the screen with his eyes, as if asking for backup.

“I can’t just drop work for ten days, Mom. I’m sorry.”

The matriarch’s eyes began to well up. She had devised a whole strategy to make her sons more fond of her fiancé, and she also wanted to get them ‘un-stuck.’

Okay, the main goal was for her to get married and have both her sons well on their way, in stable relationships, so she could simply enjoy her married life without further worries.

“I wanted it to be a surprise. I thought you’d appreciate that after ten years of mourning, I’ve finally managed to open myself up to love again.”

Ryan stared at the ceiling and huffed. He loved his mother with his entire being, but these dramas always had something else behind them, and he knew the woman who brought him into this world all too well.

“Mom, if you tell the truth about this vacation, I swear I’ll think about your proposal.”

“Sweetheart, what do you mean?” She played dumb, and her eldest son felt intensely that there was more to it. “What’s so wrong with wanting to spend more time with my babies?”

The fiancé, Joaquim, made a small effort not to laugh at his bride’s drama, and Ryan pressed on:

“I know you very well. You and Aunt Linda always have ulterior motives when we come to spend time with you. Come on, Mom, spill it!”

“You see what I have to put up with from these boys, darling?”

“Mom...” Ryan called to her in a scolding tone, and this time, even Eric laughed at the scene.

“I just...” she hesitated and glanced at her fiancé before focusing on the screen again. “Well, I’ve met some very lovely young ladies here in town. They’re from good families, with decent parents, and they’ll be at the farmhouse too, during the ten days. I thought that...”

“I’m seeing someone, Mom.”

Eric, desperate to avoid his mother’s matchmaking, lied immediately.

In his mind, it wasn’t a lie. He’d never liked any girl his mother had introduced since he hit puberty. The only one who had ever won his heart had broken it in unspeakable ways.

If there was one thing he would never accept in life again, it was meeting a woman recommended by his mother.

And well... May was still months away. He had time to find a girlfriend, even if she was fictitious.

“What do you mean, my darling?” The pale woman’s green eyes widened with pride. “You’re finally going to introduce me to a girlfriend after all these years!”

Eric thought he’d escaped the idea of being trapped at a farmhouse for ten days before his mother’s wedding. But apparently, she hadn’t quite understood.

“So, Mom, since I already have a girlfriend, I don’t need to come so early like you planned.”

“This conversation is going to be a long one...” Joaquim commented, bidding farewell to his future stepsons, saying he’d fetch some water for his bride.

He didn’t want to intrude on her conversation with her sons, which had already escalated far beyond a simple wedding announcement.

Ryan, on the other hand, had totally caught his brother’s lie and was inclined to do the same when his mother looked at him.

“And you, Ryan? There’s a very beautiful, kind girl I’m sure you’d like to meet. Don’t you dare tell me you have a girlfriend; I wouldn’t believe that coming from you!”

“How outrageous to think such a thing of me, dear mother...” he feigned offense, and his mother rolled her eyes. “But in this case, I’m with Eric. I can’t manage all that time off, but I bet you’ve chosen very well the women you’d like as future daughters-in-law. However, I’m perfectly fine being single.”

Ryan remembered his only romantic experience, which, incidentally, had been as disastrous as his brother’s.

“You just don’t get it, do you?” When the woman wiped her eyes, both young men went on alert.

“Mom, don’t do that!” Ryan pleaded, echoed by Eric, who felt the same pang seeing their mother cry.

“Don’t do what? Be unhappy that I have two sons who don’t care about my happiness? Who don’t even consider what I’m asking and just shoot it down?”

She sniffled, making the two of them even more agitated.

“I know you could come and stay as long as you want. I know you’re capable of finding your own girlfriends. But you know what I don’t know?” Both were at a loss for words and stayed silent. “Whether I’ll live long enough to see you both married and happy. And that hurts me so much! It breaks my heart to know my sons are unhappy.”

“I’m not unhappy. I’m perfectly fine living like this. You don’t need to worry about me.”

“Mom, I...” Eric was almost falling for his mother’s dramatic “I don’t know if I’ll be alive” spiel. “I think if we organize things well, brother...”

He pleaded with his brother on the other side of the screen, who looked ready to shoot daggers at him with his eyes.

Everyone there knew Eric was the soft touch of the family, no matter how stubborn he was about showing it.

“You’re both bosses where you work. You achieved what you are today with sweat and tears, and I, even without your father, gave my blood to help you at every stage of your lives until you succeeded. I think I deserve a moment with my sons before I become someone’s wife...”

Her melancholic voice struck right at the heart of her younger son, who was already giving in. But Ryan wasn’t sentimental. Practicality was his middle name, and no amount of tears was going to convince him of anything.

Still, she had a point. Even with all the drama, these would be the last days with her as their father’s widow. The man who taught him everything about life.

Ryan felt a strange twinge in his chest, thinking it might be missing his father.

“Alright, alright, enough with the drama, I can’t take all this tension! I’ll come for the ten days, but forget about setting me up with anyone. I know what I want right now, and it’s not a woman, Mom!”

She pursed her lips, and Ryan knew it wouldn’t be that easy.

“At least agree to meet someone, no strings attached...”

The older brother threw his hands up.

“You’re not going to give up, are you?”

She flashed a devilish little smile.

“I only want what’s best for you!”

Ryan immediately thought a sea of fire sounded better than a commitment.

“If there’s no other way...” Ryan pretended to relent, and his mother celebrated.

“Now my May will be perfect! I’ll spend Mother’s Day with my dear sons who will soon give me many grandchildren,”—both Ryan and Eric made faces at that far-fetched wish—“and then I’ll marry my second great love. Now that everything’s settled, I need to go. I love you so much, my babies.”

“We love you too, Mom!”

Ryan said goodbye, and the moment their mother hung up, he fixed his eyes on his brother.

“You lying nerd! How do you plan not to hurt our mother by showing up alone, huh?”

“At least I’m going to try to find someone, or pay someone. I don’t know. And you didn’t even try to soften the blow for her, you just spouted a bunch of crap right away.”

Eric was more attached to their mother, while Ryan had always leaned more toward their father’s side. Maybe that’s why they were so different.

“You prefer to lie; I prefer to tell the truth. What you’re thinking can’t possibly work! Pay someone, a high-class escort? You’re going to bring a stranger to our mother’s wedding? Honestly, that sounds completely insane!”

Ryan judged, feeling irritated by the whole scheme his brother was concocting.

He wanted to make their mother happy but had no idea how.

“Asshole. If I were you, I’d find someone too. You know how Mom is.” Eric scratched the tip of his nose and took a deep breath. “If you’re not careful, she’ll want you to set a wedding date right away if you hit it off with one of the ‘nice little virgins’ she usually digs up for us.”

Ryan clicked his tongue.

“Don’t talk nonsense. Get married? I’m trying to avoid getting a girlfriend...”

His brother raised a challenging eyebrow, and Ryan grew thoughtful about Eric’s strategy. What if he was right?

What if the only alternative really was to rent a girlfriend?

Soon, they would learn that nothing in this situation would go the way either of them had planned!
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CHAPTER 1
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Eula Castilho

I HAD MADE IT THIS far, walking half the distance with my precious portfolio in hand. I couldn’t chicken out now, not as the imposing, stern-faced man drew closer.

Ryan Almeida was none other than the chief engineer of Life Construction Company, a civil engineering firm I adored, based in Rio de Janeiro. The man designed projects that left me in awe and desperate to see him in action.

And I, in my desperation to realize my dream of working at that company—preferably right beside him—was committing the greatest madness of my life.

My heart felt like it was lodged in my throat. Even so, I gathered every ounce of my courage, determination, and sheer shamelessness and walked toward the door of the huge, elegant building.

I broke into a little jog when I realized he’d enter before I could say anything, and I thrust myself in front of him, flustered and frantic.

“Mr. Ryan Almeida, please—” I stopped with my hand held up, feeling even crazier than I already was. He removed his glasses, revealing greenish eyes. God, I’d never seen a face so perfect in my life.

It should be a crime... a perfect, delicious crime.

I shook my head to focus on his face. I had an objective here.

“What is this?” The man pinched the bridge of his nose and let out an impatient sigh.

“Sorry to bother you. I really wanted to speak with you in person. I’ve already tried HR, and no one even looks at me. I know it seems strange to be approached like this. But I swear I’m worth it.”

I held out my portfolio. My heart sped up when he looked at it with disdain, raised an eyebrow, and crossed his arms—not receptive at all. I began to regret this stupid move.

“My HR team is very fair and qualified. If they said you don’t have the profile to work at Life, I have no reason to listen to you. Besides being highly inconvenient, you’re being unprofessional with this ridiculous display.”

I swallowed dryly, my portfolio still ridiculously extended. My hand trembled.

“I swear I’m highly qualified, sir. Please, take a look at my projects. If no one gives me a chance, then I’ll never be seen!” My determination faltered at the end, but I didn’t intend to give up. No way. I’d come this far.

The man finally looked at me, still with that judgmental gaze. He took a deep breath and said, “What’s your level of education, and what position are you applying for?”

“I only have a high school diploma, but—”

I stopped speaking when he laughed, a sound of pure indignation.

“Sorry, I don’t think I heard you right... you have a high school diploma and you want a position as what in my office?”

“I’ve also taken online co-courses, and I’m qualified to work as an assistant to a building technician, if you’d give me the opportunity to—”

A sarcastic laugh escaped him, and he tried to contain it by putting a hand over his mouth now. My blood rushed to my face, my determination dying along with my hopes. He didn’t have to be so cruel!

“Look, maybe you don’t know this, so I’ll explain it with all the patience I no longer possess.” He made a dramatic pause, and my heart beat faster. “This company has a reputation to uphold, and HR is simply following my orders not to hire unqualified people. Our clients expect the best from me.”

“I am the best building technician you will find... And I know I don’t have the formal education you require, but I’m much better than any diploma could prove to you...”

He waved a hand through the air, silencing me.

“Unqualified and insubordinate to boot!” he accused. I lifted my chin.

“If someone won’t give you a voice, you demand a place to speak out of pure stubbornness or courage. Call it what you want.” I wanted to cry and run, but not before saying what I needed to. “And I know I’m competent. I wouldn’t be here, suffering the greatest humiliation of my life, if I didn’t know that.”

“I believe everyone feels special. It’s good for the self-esteem. But go tell that to someone who cares, and more importantly, someone who has time for it. Now, please, excuse me. You’re making me late!”

My face was already hot, burning up. All I had left was to gather the shred of dignity remaining to me and step out of that ogre’s way.

What had I expected, anyway? That after all this, someone would actually care about me?

I swallowed my tears with everything I had and dragged my humiliated carcass away from the company of my dreams.

I knew my own worth, even without a piece of paper to prove it. Because I hadn’t had the money for university. Even after getting into a federal school, I couldn’t afford the commute. Besides, back then my mother was sick and needed me.

After she died, all I had besides debt was nowhere to live. I was staying in a tiny room at a nightclub, the only place that gave me any chance at a first job and a roof over my head.

I had nothing. And today, I felt that even my dream was something too unattainable to keep deluding myself about.

It was time to accept that I would work to survive. That was the only reality that existed for someone like me.
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CHAPTER 2
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Ryan Almeida

MY MOTHER’S WEDDING was fast approaching, and I had less than two weeks to escape that madness or follow my brother’s plan—he’d simply gone and found himself a fake fiancée. I still couldn’t believe my nerdy, quiet little brother was actually going through with that shit.

Still, at the moment, he was at least going to dodge the parade of suitable brides our mother was planning to shove my way.

I was already starting to feel desperate just thinking about the chaste, boring women Dona Paty was going to foist on me.

I was so desperate I’d even considered the same crazy idea as my brother. Eric hadn’t hesitated for a second to go through with his plan, but me? I was sure I wasn’t cut out for something like that to work!

I heard my door open and knew it was my friend, Henrique, walking in. He was my neighbor from across the hall, and we’d ended up becoming close because we’d both bought our apartments off-plan and were the first residents on the floor. These days, he was closer to me than my own brother, who’d only visited maybe four times in two years—which was still a lot, considering I’d never visited him. I just wasn’t wired for that whole visiting-people-and-staying-in-touch thing.

Eric was lucky I even agreed to video calls.

Henrique stepped into my line of sight and I stared at his empty hands.

“Dude, where’s the food? I was counting on that!” I demanded, because today was his day to bring the iFood.

He pointed at his own face. He was pissed about something, and I raised an eyebrow.

“You see this stressed-out look on my face? Go get your own food, or come out with me to hunt for some pussy. I need to work this rage out of my system.”

“Did Renata eat your lunch again?”

She was Henrique’s arch-nemesis at work, and I doubted she actually ate his stuff. She probably gave it to someone else, but she stole it whenever she got the chance just to mess with him. To me, it seemed like she had a thing for him.

“She didn’t eat a damn thing, ‘cause I’m not an idiot. My little lunchbox is walking around with me in a slick cooler I got. But listen to what that gorgeous bitch did.”

I couldn’t help but laugh out loud, and a pillow was thrown in my face.

“I’m so pissed that if you keep laughing, I’m gonna punch your damn face.”

I raised my hands in surrender, and he continued:

“The bitch stole my project.” I tensed up, totally understanding his rage now. Henrique is a seriously talented designer who works at an ad agency. He’d been trying for years to land something big, and he’d finally done it.

“That’s really serious, Henrique. Are you sure? You’re talking about the dealership project?”

“The very one,” he said, standing up and starting to pace. “And yes, I’m absolutely sure. That fucking little snake.”

“We have proof the project is yours, man. We’ll expose her.”

My friend looked at me, hopeful.

“You think we can?”

“I’m sure of it. You worked for weeks on that thing. I can ask my brother for some help hacking a few cameras, catch her red-handed stealing. It’ll work. Now, for God’s sake, relax. You’re making me dizzy.” I complained, and he threw himself onto the sofa with all his weight, stretching out his arms.

“What would I do without you?”

“Well, at least you can count on me. Meanwhile, I have to order food and go down to the lobby to get it, even though it was your day.”

“No, Ryan, I’m serious. I need to fuck. Let’s go to that new club that opened. I swear to all that’s holy, or I’m gonna explode from rage. I might just crush that woman’s damn neck, I swear!”

“I’m against murder, and now that you’ve told me your intentions, I’m an accomplice. So let’s go, quick!”

Henrique finally laughed, but I could tell it was a laugh of pure hatred. I grabbed my jacket and my motorcycle key.

“Not taking the car?” Henrique asked.

“If you do decide to actually kill someone, I’d prefer not to have a vehicle suitable for disposing of bodies.”

“I’ll never get to do that ‘friend who would help me bury a body’ trend.” Henrique punched the air, and I laughed loudly.

“And I never lied about that.”

“A real son of a bitch, that’s what you are!”

“Hey, man, my dear mother is not a bitch. Show some respect for Dona Paty.” I said it seriously, and he rolled his eyes.

“Go to hell, Judas,” he grumbled, and I left the apartment, followed by him heading to his own. He looked at me. “Go ahead. I already know you won’t wait for me anyway. I’ll take my car.”

“I don’t wait for anyone,” I said, and he shrugged.

“Find us a good spot!”

He went inside, and I headed for the elevator, satisfied. Henrique wouldn’t be the only one hunting tonight.
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HENRIQUE DIDN’T TAKE long to arrive, and he didn’t take long to leave, either. He quickly found a woman who suited him and left to do what he so desperately wanted. Me, I was pickier, and honestly, women from clubs weren’t really the kind of company I enjoyed.

I went to the bar to order a drink, but the girls were busy. I pinched the bridge of my nose impatiently. When one finally became free, she came over to me, and it was with some surprise that I recognized the girl. I never forgot a face, and hers was far too memorable, mainly because of her straight hair in a striking dark blue shade.

“You...” she practically snarled.

“I want a beer.”

“Find someone who cares, asshole...” The ‘asshole’ was almost a whisper, but I heard it, and all I got was a view of her back as she simply walked away without serving me.

I didn’t even know how long it had been since she’d come asking me for a job without the slightest qualifications. What a crazy girl. What did she expect from me?

Do I look like someone’s fairy godfather?

Soon a second girl attended to me and served me the beer I’d ordered.

However, still pissed at the crazy one who’d refused to serve me, I started watching her. She was careful when handing drinks to customers, and whenever contact happened, the girl seemed extremely frightened.

It was clear to me that this was not her environment. And I realized it when she refused to serve more than one customer who got too handsy—that really got to me. But I tried to ignore it and looked away for a bit, until I turned my attention back to her and saw the moment a huge man started harassing her.

I blew out a breath, disgusted with myself for seeking out the blue-haired girl again. It was no wonder she drew attention with her exotic beauty—the almond-shaped eyes, the well-defined body full of curves. She was an interesting mix of Korea and Brazil. Not tall, not short. A sharp, observant gaze. Beautiful. She was simply beautiful.

It was impossible not to notice her, no matter how hard she tried not to draw attention.

She pushed the man and tried to leave, but he cornered her. And before I could think too much about the situation, I stood up to go to her rescue. Fuck, I was nobody’s Prince Charming, but if there was one thing that pissed me off, it was seeing someone say no and someone else taking that as permission to be abusive.

Before I could reach her, the man touched her breast, and she instinctively landed a solid punch right on the creep’s face. I stopped, a little stunned. I watched the guy raise his hand and land a hard blow right on the girl’s delicate face.

“Oh, fuck!” My blood roared in my ears, and in just two strides, I was shoving the bastard and throwing him to the ground with all my uncontrollable fury.

The roar of shouts from the fight was audible, but all that was left in me was the rage for not having gotten there in time to stop that piece of shit from touching her.

Every punch of mine that connected with his face was a point of satisfaction for me. I was pulled off the man and felt blind as they dragged me outside.

I knew it was the bouncers, and I knew I could never set foot in there again. My knuckles throbbed, but it felt satisfying to feel the breeze on my face, hot with anger. I left the club and glared at the bouncer with hatred.

“You should take better care of the girls who are just trying to work.” The man looked at me with indifference.

“Mind your own business.” The bouncer went back inside, and then the guy I’d pummeled was tossed outside. Unlike me, he fell and rolled, then got up and staggered away, like the coward he was.

Good for him he didn’t stick around, because I had plenty of energy left to keep punching his rotten face.

I started walking toward my motorcycle. I’d only had one beer, no risk of killing anyone, and I could drive.

I looked at the club door thoughtfully, remembering what I’d just done and how many times I’d done something like it. I always ended up in the middle of some mess, especially if it was to defend someone. It was incredible, really.

I put on my helmet and got on the bike. However, as soon as I started the engine, I saw the back door of the club open, and then a woman was shoved outside, followed by some belongings.

“Mr. Camilo...” the girl begged, throwing herself at his feet. “I have nowhere to go... Please, don’t do this, it wasn’t my fault!”

“You always refuse to serve the customers who get a little handsy, but I warned you I wouldn’t tolerate it anymore, didn’t I? This isn’t a charity.”

“I’ll do better, please, I have nowhere to go.”

“You should have thought of that before! Now get away from my club or I’ll call the police.”

The so-called Camilo slammed the door, and the woman stood up and started gathering the things he’d thrown at her, crying.

And fuck, I really wanted to be that much of an idiot, but I had just witnessed the greatest injustice I’d ever seen in my life.

I hung my helmet on the mirror and approached slowly. It was dark, and I wasn’t surprised when she got scared and fell back onto the ground, dropping everything she’d gathered, staring at me with surreal fear.

“Sorry I scared you. I saw what happened. Can I help?”

She shook her head and, with trembling hands, began picking up her things again. The blue hair came loose from its messy bun as her crying grew louder.

I moved closer again and helped her gather her belongings, placing them together in her arms.

“Th-thank you.” She stood up, sniffling, and took steps backward, moving away.

“You’re welcome. I can help a little more.” I pointed at the door. “I heard you have nowhere to stay. I can take you somewhere safe for the night.”

She shook her head and looked around as if searching for an escape.

“I’m not going to hurt you!” I assured her, and she looked at me doubtfully. “I want to help you find a safe place to sleep tonight.” The young woman remained wary. “My name is Ryan.”

“I know...” Of course she knew. She’d approached me in front of the company and seemed to know a lot about me.

“You seem to know enough to consider me a decent man. I just defended your honor.”

She blinked a few times, making me notice her long, full lashes. And when she agreed, I felt as if a weight had been lifted from my heart. How could I just leave and let her sleep on the street? I’d never sleep again.

“There’s a place... that rents out rooms. I like their lunch, and the owner is really nice. I’m sure she’d be happy to take you in, at least for tonight. After that, we’ll figure something else out. What do you think?”

“I can’t pay for a boarding house.”

“Don’t worry about that. Just... don’t stay out here alone on the street, okay?”

She finally agreed, and I offered to take her things, extending my hands without moving closer to her. She seemed like a little animal about to bolt.

“I have a trunk on my bike for your stuff.”

The girl handed me her things, and I walked to the motorcycle. I opened the trunk, took out the spare helmet, and put her things inside.

Then I handed her the helmet. She finished letting her hair down, revealing it was even longer than I’d expected, reaching the middle of her back in shiny, wavy locks.

It was beautiful hair.

I got on the bike and waited for her to do the same. As soon as she was settled, we took off.
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CHAPTER 3
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Eula Castilho

I WAS STILL TREMBLING on the inside when we arrived at that so-called boarding house, even though I knew Ryan Almeida wasn’t some psychopath. I’d even started to doubt whether he really wanted to help me.

After all, he’d been a jerk the first time we met, but he really did protect me that night, and I had no reason not to accept his help. Besides, what worse could possibly happen to me today?

Okay, I know a lot of bad things could happen, but that would be an awful lot of bad luck for one person.

Ryan urged me to go inside, and the door triggered a bell to alert whoever was at the front desk. A woman rose from behind the counter and broke into a smile when she saw my companion.

“Ryan, my dear!” She looked me over carefully. “Who’s your friend?”

“This is the...” He looked at me, seeming to realize for the first time that he’d never asked my name.

“Eula, my name is Eula.”

Ryan nodded.

“Eula needs a place to stay. This is the safest place I know, Dona Bárbara.”

The woman nodded and came toward me.

“Of course, I have a very comfortable room available; I’ll get you settled, my dear.” The woman, about sixty, spoke and motioned for me to follow her. Ryan came with us.

She opened the door and I stepped in, a little awkwardly, and placed my few things on the bed.

“Thank you so much, it’s perfect!” I tried to speak and hold back the lump in my throat, but I knew it was impossible when I felt a tear roll down my cheek.

“Oh, my child, don’t cry.” The woman smoothed my shoulder and I wiped my face. “Everything will work out, you’ll see. Now take a bath and try to watch a little television, it’ll distract you.”

I ended up agreeing, not mentioning that I didn’t watch TV—a habit that had stuck even after my mother’s death. I didn’t want to be rude or seem ungrateful.

Ryan stood still when Dona Bárbara left and looked me deep in the eyes.

“I’m going to help you clean that cut so it doesn’t get infected!” When he said that, I brought my hand to my mouth, where I felt the blood had already dried.

“It’s nothing, I can’t even feel it anymore.” I wiped the spot, but he rummaged in a drawer and took out some cotton and what looked like saline solution.
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