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Anthony Teixeira

An “accident” On The Road

3 Months Before Samuel’s Death

IT HAD BECOME NORMAL to take that highway several times a week, as it was the only route to the lovely town of St. John of Paradise. Despite its quiet nature, that little corner of the world had won my heart, and I considered its inhabitants my admirable comrades-in-arms. I had won every battle I’d set out to fight.

During my term as a councilman, I’d done everything I could to bring more dignity to that land, along with access and job opportunities. I was immensely proud of it and proud of myself for having won the mayoral election. It was arduous work, many sleepless nights spent searching for solutions for those people.

I loved what I did. I had purpose and enthusiasm, I felt good doing something for those who suffered, I was full of friends everywhere and felt welcomed. The plan was to get re-elected that year.

In truth, I was walking according to my own long-term plans, which I’d made in partnership with my father, a man of great influence in the region. In the not-too-distant future, I aspired to the presidency of the country.

Starting by governing a small town was difficult, I knew that well, but not impossible. My concern for the people, my desire to do right, and my commitment would help me take each step, climb every rung, one at a time. My focus was one hundred percent on that.

I was returning home after a string of meetings, all aimed at getting companies to invest in the town, to make communication, security, and other services easier and improve the residents‘ lives. Even tired, I felt happy about that productive day. Dedicating myself to people was worth it.

I heard a noise coming from the vehicle I had just bought; a sedan that would stay with my driver, Theo, because I needed another car to handle my commitments without leaving my daughter and wife without transportation. From the back seat, I leaned forward, watching the employee make an expression that something was wrong.

“Did you hear that, Theo?”

“Yes, sir.”

He leaned to the side, glancing at me, but then turned his attention back to the sedan’s noises, which continued after a few seconds. The man slowed down, signaled, and pulled over onto the highway shoulder, in the middle of nowhere. In every direction, there was only brush. At least it wasn’t dark yet, which would give us some time before complete darkness invaded the road and made our trip unpleasant.

“What do you think happened?” I asked, checking my wristwatch. We still had forty minutes until we reached Paradise. I hoped the noises weren’t anything serious. “Could it have come with a defect?”

“That’s what I’ll try to find out. Don’t worry. You can stay in the car.”

Theo left the key in the ignition and kept the vehicle running, with the air conditioning on. I didn’t think it made sense to look at the engine while it was running. It didn’t compute in my head, however little I knew about automotive mechanics. That’s why I stretched, turned the key, shutting off the engine, and pulled it out.

I got out of the sedan just in time to see Theo looking a bit lost, unsure what to do. He saw me on the shoulder and made a disapproving face.

“I turned the car off. That’s how you check an engine, isn’t it?”

“Not necessarily.” Theo shrugged and popped the hood, ignoring the fact that I’d appeared to tell him what to do. The man undoubtedly knew more. I fell silent, watching his attention focus under the hood.

He moved some parts I didn’t understand. He twisted a kind of tube. Twisted it the other way, tightening it. I followed his work with some curiosity, anxious for the diagnosis. Finally, the man looked at me and smiled, his hands raised on the hood lid, as if he found me amusing. I immediately looked away.

“Well?”

“I think I’ll have to take a better look, deep down,” he said as if we weren’t in the middle of nowhere, about to get dark. The sun was already threatening to die on the horizon, and it would be awful to be stuck waiting for a tow truck, which would certainly take a while. “You can wait in the car, don’t worry.”

Theo was always very solicitous and helpful, constantly worried about the idea of me being uncomfortable. I noticed he was always maneuvering to ensure I was well, and it was no wonder I didn’t feel the need for anyone else for my security. I couldn’t see myself parading everywhere with some grim, unfamiliar guy, arms crossed. That pushed people away, which wasn’t what I wanted.

Theo, on the other hand, despite being a big guy, was pleasant and practical.

“No, it’s fine. I’ll breathe some of this clean air.” I sighed. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d stopped to contemplate nature.

The man smiled gently again. Suddenly, he loosened his tie and took off his suit jacket. I looked at him, not understanding.

“Can you hold this for me?” He offered me the garment, which didn’t seem to be of very good quality. The fabric was too rough, I felt it immediately.

“Oh, yes, of course.” I took the jacket to drape it over my arm.

I thought Theo would bend over to look at the engine, but he found it necessary to get rid of his shirt, too. Without a word, he pulled it off along with the tie, then handed me everything, avoiding my gaze. I held the whole bundle of fabric he offered. I stood frozen where I was, my gaze fixed on his stupidly well-defined chest.

Complete discomfort hit me.

“I think... I think I’ll wait in the car after all.”

Theo offered me only a brief glance.

“Alright, sir.”

I turned around, considering myself a complete imbecile. I sat in the back seat, where I always sat, but now holding Theo’s clothes. That was unusual.

The man disappeared from my view, and I faced the open hood. I squeezed the fabric between my fingers. It really was bad. That discomfort deep inside me intensified, and I felt my face start to sweat. Maybe it was the heat inside the vehicle. I panted, realizing the weird thing was growing, bringing me sensations.

I couldn’t explain to myself what happened next. I didn’t even think much. All my nerves seemed to twist and demand that I do it, so I brought those fabrics to my nose and inhaled deeply.

Theo’s scent invaded the same system that seemed to have collapsed moments before. I dropped those pieces onto my lap, startled, eyes wide and completely breathless. I could hear my own breathing and didn’t understand. I didn’t understand why my cock had gotten hard out of nowhere.

Embarrassed, I dropped Theo’s clothes beside me as if they were on fire. I stared at my own erection, which was swelling in my pants that, unlike his, were made of good, soft, comfortable fabric. I let out a sigh. I needed to calm down before my employee returned and saw me like that.

I hid the erection with one hand, but the slightest touch made me spasm. I was like a teenager in the middle of puberty. I laughed at myself, my face burning with shame over this crap happening without my control. I inhaled carefully, then exhaled slowly.

It was just the right time for Theo to appear at the back seat. He simply got into the vehicle on the other side and sat down as if I had requested his company. Desperation made me stare at him fixedly, focused on his eyes, all to avoid giving in to that weird thing that made me want to look down and check out his chest.

“I believe water is leaking from the radiator,” he said, oblivious to my shock. Theo picked up his shirt and put it on in front of me. “I don’t think it’s good to proceed like this, it could damage the engine of the new car.”

He finally looked at me. He kept his shirt open, in a way that made me feel unsafe to move from that position. My face froze, and of course Theo noticed, because he made an expression mixing confusion and amusement. He smiled.

As I kept looking at him, he continued smiling.

It was definitely an awkward scene, and of course I noticed we were staring at each other for too long. We had to stop doing that shit. It was becoming more constant every day. Out of nowhere, Theo would look at me in the rearview mirror and I’d be there, trapped. Not to mention the moments when he’d just smile and wait for me to speak. I never knew what to say. I’d lose my voice. Me, a man who memorized speeches and had great rhetoric.

“Anthony?” He leaned in to analyze me up close. I lowered my focus a bit. From his eyes, I stopped at his mouth. I swallowed dryly. “I think we’ll have to call a tow truck.” I remained mute. I noticed every movement his lips made, as if in slow motion. “Anthony?”

Theo let out a laugh and straightened up. Then, he gave me a good, long look, from head to toe. He must have noticed what I was trying to hide, since my hand was over my cock as if someone had just opened the door during a jerk-off session. The man stopped to stare at my erection.

He did that for an unbearable length of time, until he raised his gaze and smiled again.

It was he who raised a hand, and it was he who simply touched my face. I felt the warmth of his fingers and a vibration awaken my body. I received a screaming dose of desire and excitement, something that hadn’t circulated inside me for a long time. I couldn’t even remember the last time.

Theo didn’t blink. He smiled and looked at me for a while, until the unthinkable happened: that huge man closed the distance between our lips and joined them in an absurd kiss. I gasped, surprised, not knowing whether to be offended or grab him back. His scent invaded my nostrils again, this time stronger and more virile, and his mouth tried to suck mine into his.

I moved my tongue. I felt his advancing further, wanting to completely entwine with me. My eyes stayed open because I didn’t understand what was happening. Suddenly a kiss had stopped being a kiss. I didn’t recognize it, because it couldn’t be a kiss. I shouldn’t be kissing my driver. First, because I didn’t even like men.

Why was I kissing one?

But Theo didn’t seem worried. He grabbed my hair and pulled our bodies together, pulling me by the waist. He forced me to reciprocate that exchange of saliva. I did it the way I’d learned as a teenager. But it felt like the first time I’d ever kissed a person, because it was weird, different. Good.

His hands squeezed my face, but then they weren’t satisfied with just that. I felt them on my chest, then they went down my stomach, and finally, one of them grabbed the ready, extremely hard erection I couldn’t hide.

That’s when I got really scared. The shock was so great that I clumsily pushed him away, making Theo disconnect from me. He looked at me with an amused air, and I stared at him as if he were an apparition. Terror made my heart beat fast, I couldn’t even close my mouth, I was so breathless.

“Get away...” I murmured, but my voice barely came out. No power of persuasion. I wasn’t even convinced that was what I wanted: for Theo to get away.

“Don’t be like that...” the driver whispered back. He touched my face again, and I closed my eyes so I wouldn’t have to witness it. It was so strange. Different and... It gave me a hellish hard-on. “Anthony.”

I opened my eyes. Theo was so close. He was breathing my air.

Since I didn’t move, the man took my hands and placed them on his chest, under his open shirt. Theo was much warmer there. I felt that warmth and was invaded by a new wave of confusion... and arousal. I stared at the brown skin, so much darker than mine, and was dominated by some kind of force.

I didn’t know if it was good or bad. I just know I squeezed it between my fingers, grabbed that muscular flesh, and in a crazy lapse, realized my mouth was already on his again. Theo grabbed me again. His hands held my hair, then my back, squeezed my ass, and then I realized I was practically on top of the man.

Theo guided one of my hands to his erection. It was also pulsing, hard, and I found it so strange to touch another guy’s cock that I got another fright. That time, I didn’t ask him to move away; I pushed myself back until I almost hit my head on the vehicle window. The man kept looking at me, panting, and smiled more intensely.

“Stop this,” I pleaded. My voice remained a whisper. It wavered.

“Yes, sir. If that’s what you want.”

Theo didn’t seem offended or embarrassed. He kept his distance and started buttoning his shirt without a word, which made me feel sad. It made no sense. I was the one who asked him to stop. I gasped, not knowing how to handle the conflicting emotions, then Theo stopped halfway through his task and smiled at me again.

He seemed to know what he was doing. And what I was feeling.

“Do you want me to get dressed? Or not?” he asked, amused.

How could he find it so funny, while I was on the verge of a breakdown?

I became incapable of answering. I wanted him to get dressed, but I didn’t want him to get dressed. How someone could desire such antagonistic things, I didn’t know.

“Anthony, I’m here,” Theo continued softly. It seemed nothing in the world could shake him. “I’m in no hurry. The day you want to kiss me, I’ll kiss you. When you want to touch my body, I’ll allow it. If you want me to fuck you, you can be sure I won’t refuse. I’ve wanted you for a long time.”

His words intensified my momentary paralysis.

“Unless you want to fuck me. If that’s the case, I’ll be here, too.” Theo laughed to himself. “You have no idea how much I’ve dreamed of this moment.”

“Theo...” I murmured. “Stop it, it was just an accident.”

His expression transformed into a kind of revolt, but he still kept the amusement.

“Accident? No, Anthony. There’s no accident here. You didn’t trip and fall into my mouth.” He continued laughing to himself. “And when I have this cock of yours in my mouth, it won’t be by accident, no.”

“What...? Where...?” It was hard to even imagine what he was suggesting.

“My mouth.” He made a point of being clear. “On your cock.” He nodded toward it. It was still hard, because I’d become uncontrollable. “Do you want it?”

I blinked slowly. I held onto my pants. I dug my fingers into the fabric until they burned. Even so, the pain wasn’t enough to lessen the desire to remove them. Theo noticed the hesitation and how much I was suffering from the battle raging inside me.

Suddenly, I let all my instincts and courage invade me. I unbuttoned my pants and lowered the zipper. I simply took out my hard cock. Theo looked at it for long moments. I panted, so ashamed I couldn’t let the man see me exposed for so long.

I felt regret. I still felt crazy and weird, but just as I was about to put myself away safely, far from the assessment of his attentive eyes, his hand touched me fully and pumped once.

“Ah!” I moaned, as if everything were simple. Natural. Accepted.

Theo didn’t hesitate. I think he realized I was on the verge of giving up, walking a straight line on that strict limit, because he bent right there on that seat and gave me a mouthful that made me see stars.

“Fuck!” I let it slip out. The curse escaped me before I could stop it, like a powerful spasm. Theo ran his tongue over the swollen head, already slick with lubrication. “Ah... No,” I murmured. But I did nothing to stop it. Then the man swallowed almost my entire cock, and I gripped his dark hair tightly. “No...” I moaned. “Fuck, no.”

Theo ignored me. I must have ignored myself, too, because my hips rocked on their own, thrusting into his mouth. I’d never felt anything like it in my life. No blowjob I’d ever gotten had felt so perfectly fitted, so exciting, so genuinely pleasurable.

I made no effort to hold back, to reach some other limit before orgasm, and it was shameful how I simply came in his mouth within a minute. The jets came in a heavy flow, but Theo drank them down in a way that made me want to spurt even more.

“No... Fuck... No,” I kept denying the inevitable, overcome with delight.

I had just come in a man’s mouth. And not just any man. It was my personal driver, my bodyguard, the guy who followed me everywhere and had proven himself trustworthy. An absurdity.

Theo finished drinking all my come and moved to kiss me. I didn’t know if it was because the desperate need for relief had ended, but I felt completely out of place and didn’t let him get close. I stopped him, flattening my palm against his chest.

“Please, Theo.” I recovered my voice. My firm, decisive tone, the one that won people’s confidence. “Please, don’t.”

“Anthony. Don’t push me away, please.”

“I can’t.” I swallowed hard. My desperation grew as my body relaxed and I realized the shit I’d just done. “Stop, I can’t. This is madness. Please, that’s all I’m asking of you right now. Get away from me. Call the tow truck and stay away. Please, I’m begging you, Theo.”

He blinked, visibly disappointed in me, but didn’t insist. He regained his composure and got out of the car, taking his clothes with him. I tucked myself away as I heard him calling for help. I ran my hands through my hair and wanted to scream at myself. I was disappointed, too.

I should have avoided all of this. I shouldn’t have let it go so far.

Now Theo was upset, and I was completely awkward. How would I face him again? I wouldn’t be able to. I had kissed him, felt his mouth on me, and come so damn hard. How do you forget a fucking accident like that?

And yes, it was an accident. It had to be. It needed to be. Because in no scenario would that ever be allowed for me. Wanting a man was out of the question.

​
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Theo Rocha

Through The Rearview Mirror

WHEN I HEARD ABOUT the opening to be the driver for the newly elected mayor three and a half years ago, I thought the hours and availability were a bit excessive. I spent a good while considering the absurd proposal, so it was with no real expectations that I went to be interviewed by him in his office—a detail that also piqued my curiosity—just to see if anything would come of it, given that I was in debt.

The person would basically have to give up their life to dedicate themselves to the politician. He had a packed schedule. However, there were some benefits that made me accept, beyond the excellent salary. I’d have a fixed residence on the mansion grounds, all meals provided, health insurance, and dozens of extra perks that made me think: why not?

Opportunities in that town were few, and the idea was to tough it out for a while until I got back on my feet financially. My specialty, however, was security; I’d even taught combat and self-defense classes and worked as a bouncer at some of the few events that happened in St. John of Paradise. The only thing keeping me there was the fact I’d been raised on that land, I had a certain fondness for it, and I couldn’t see myself abandoning for good the house that had been my parents’ home, both of them long gone.

After a few months working for Anthony, I managed to pay off all my debts. There were a lot of paid overtime hours, after all, and he was a great employer, always attentive and never stingy. As time went on, I did an excellent renovation on the house. Furnished it with the best of everything. Bought a new car, a motorcycle, then another car and rented it out. Financed a new property as an investment, which was also already being rented, and it seemed like my life was finally moving forward.

I could quit that job if I wanted to. It had been an excellent way to get myself reorganized, but just as the lands of Paradise seemed to hold me like a powerful magnet, making me feel established as if I were an inseparable part of its history, Anthony Teixeira was capable of making me stay right where I was and even like it so much I couldn’t picture myself doing anything else.

There was something about him. That was undeniable, though often I couldn’t say what kind of sorcery it was. I was captivated by the way he communicated and always seemed concerned with making everyone feel at ease. Maybe I admired the politician first. I even voted for him. Anthony always knew the right thing to say and worked tirelessly. Strangely, he was the opposite when it came to his family. There, he just seemed like a lost guy, which I found funny and curious.

I was there when he settled into being mayor for good. I was there when he got married again, to a woman who had nothing in common with him. Between business trips, events, and meetings, we built a friendship I considered solid, one that went beyond boss and employee. Anthony opened up to me without reservation, maybe because of the long hours together, and I did the same with him.

I stopped being just a driver and started working on his personal security, too, since the mayor felt comfortable with me, in his own words, and trusted me. Being with him all the time made me study his movements, to the point of understanding everything he liked, what he hated, what threw him off balance and what he suffered.

Anthony Teixeira, on the outside, seemed like a centered, sociable, happy, and successful man, but on the inside, he was nothing but a fuck-up. Which also captivated me. I adored his strength, but I couldn’t resist any of his vulnerabilities.

It wasn’t hard to fall in love. I didn’t even think it was wrong or judge myself for it, it felt so natural to care for him. It was a feeling I’d carried with me for a while and one that would be a secret never to see the light of day, if the man hadn’t started returning every glance I gave him, unintentionally, through the rearview mirror.

We cultivated a kind of silent exchange full of meaning. We didn’t say anything; those moments didn’t need words. It seemed like we understood everything about each other when our eyes met. Somehow, receiving even a small response ruined me for everyone else. I was never again capable of having eyes for anyone else, no other interest, which, after a few months, really started to weigh on me.

I would have lived just fine, without great romantic expectations, with only a platonic crush for the rest of my life. But I couldn’t stay quiet in the face of a real possibility. Hope, however tiny, was a drug. It spread through a person’s body and drove them out of their sanity, and that’s what had been happening to me. I couldn’t stand seeing those green eyes staring at me and understanding that inside them, someone was screaming for help.

I felt this might be my chance. I was happy about the kiss and finally having absolute certainty that Anthony wanted me, I couldn’t deny that. We went further than all my imaginings thought possible, but on the other hand, I couldn’t avoid the deep frustration.

The mayor was a man capable of fighting for everyone. But for himself, he reserved an absurd cowardice that got on my nerves.

“Theo?” Anthony got out of the car while I remained leaning against the hood, arms crossed, waiting. The tow truck was taking its time and the sun had set on the horizon, casting a gloomy atmosphere over the woods around us.

I avoided looking at him.

“I already called the tow truck, they should be here soon,” I said first. My voice came out measured, serious, different from the one I usually used with him when we were alone.

Just as I couldn’t believe the taste of him was still in my mouth, I also couldn’t believe he had pushed me away after the orgasm. I felt used. I’ve never been a man who got used to scraps.

“Theo...” Anthony stopped closer. I still didn’t look at him, because I already knew that tone. It was regret, guilt, retreat. “I’m sorry. Really. I don’t want things to be awkward between us.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“I couldn’t find another you.”

I looked at Anthony. He did seem genuinely regretful and sad, which made me feel pity and anger at the same time. On top of a fucked-up pride at being someone irreplaceable to him, even if just professionally. Anthony never made me feel just one thing.

“You don’t need to find another me, I’m right here.” I used a professional tone on purpose. “I said I’d be here.”

“It’s not fair. I don’t want to hurt you in any way. You...” He swallowed dryly. His words came out quieter, as if we were still conspiring in a huge secret: “How long has this been going on, Theo?”

“You tell me. How long do you think it’s been going on?”

He fell silent. Deep down, Anthony knew everything; he was just doing what he did best: ignoring it and pretending everything was fine.

“I’m married and I need to respect my wife.”

“The same one you don’t fuck,” I shot back.

He made a disappointed face.

“Don’t use what I told you in confidence against me, Theo.”

“I’m not using it against you, Anthony, but for you. To see if you’ll wake up.” I tapped a finger against my temple. “And that marriage is a sham. It always has been, from the start.”

“Theo... I don’t know what you expect from me, but I’m sure I can’t give it. Married or not. I don’t even like...” He fell silent. “Anyway, I’m straight.”

I snorted and laughed at the same time, an uncontrolled reaction I let out unintentionally.

“You can lie to yourself all you want. You’re not straight, Anthony. Maybe you’re like me and just like people, regardless of gender. But straight you are not.” I shrugged. “Anyway, I’m not forcing you into anything and nothing has to change between us if you don’t want it to. Relax, just don’t try to lie to me, you won’t succeed. I know you too well.”

He blinked several times in my direction, petrified.

“I’m sorry. Please, let’s just go back to how it was before.” I noticed his light eyes growing misty and the damn pity intensified. “I can’t deal with this right now.” He took a deep breath, as if catching his wind. “I’m being pressured from all sides and... fuck, Theo, I just needed a little peace.”

“It’s fine, Anthony. I already told you not to worry.”

“But now I am worried.” He ran his hands through his blond hair. “You know I worry, I can’t not worry.”

I was already almost regretting taking my shirt off in front of him. It had started as an unthinking act, but I saw how much it shook him and I kept going until it led to where it did. Honestly, I’d rather be inside that car, killing all our desires without thinking about tomorrow for even a second, but the mayor of Paradise wasn’t the type of person to do crazy things without weighing the consequences.

“You can wait inside the vehicle.” I thought it better to return to professionalism and do as he did, pretend nothing had happened and there was no reason for concern. “Everything’s under control.”

“Why are they taking so long?” He looked up and down the highway. No cars were passing; it was deserted. “I’ll call Monica to come get us. I still have a lot to do today.”

Anthony pulled his phone from his pocket and stepped away a bit to talk to his sister. I made a little bet with myself. Most of me thought the mayor wouldn’t even get an answer from her. And after a few minutes of trying, he came back with the expected response.

“She’s not answering.”

I wasn’t surprised and shook my head, genuinely concerned now. Monica was forgetting her own life, it was noticeable. I wondered what Anthony would say if he knew his sister and I had hooked up a few times. It was a casual, no-strings thing, but she couldn’t even manage that anymore and I gave up for good, especially after I noticed Anthony’s interest.

“Monica is buried in work,” I commented seriously, hands in my pockets. “She’s piled up papers at the University.”

“Do you still give her a ride home sometimes?”

“Whenever I can. She doesn’t seem to see anything straight anymore. I try to talk and get no answer. Monica is in the clouds.”

“I worry about my sister. I know all this is because of our father, the old man is riding her ass, just for a change.” Anthony blew out a forceful breath, exhaling all his exhaustion. “But I can’t deal with that right now.”

Anthony repeated that phrase a lot. I wondered what he could deal with. Or what the hell he was dealing with that he couldn’t handle anything else. I knew about the pressure he was under, but it seemed to me he was putting his entire life on hold because of the damn elections. The consequences could be disastrous.

We stood in silence for a long moment. You could hear the sound of crickets and cicadas in the woods. My heart was restless. My body was almost screaming. His presence remained constant beside me, leaning against the vehicle, both of us with hands in our pockets looking like two idiots.

“You know you don’t need to worry, right? You’ll be re-elected,” I said, staring at the road, all to avoid looking at his eyes. “All this stress is overkill. Your team will do an excellent job and Paradise loves you.”

“I’m not so sure about that. I’d be a shoo-in if it weren’t for her.”

Anthony mentioned Raquel, his new political rival, with astonishing frequency. Ever since he found out she was running for mayor, the man had been completely changed and had lost a good deal of his optimism.

He didn’t want to tell me details about their past. He just summarized that she hated him. It didn’t help that the families considered each other great enemies due to some old feud, small-town stuff. No one even remembered exactly what had happened; the hatred was totally gratuitous. The Teixeiras hated the Vasconceloses and vice versa, they never mixed, they were like oil and water.

“Raquel Vasconcelos doesn’t have your political clout around here.”

“She’s coming in hard and she could destroy me.” I looked at Anthony. He was desolate about it. “A woman with hate is capable of anything. I knew this shit would come back to bite me eventually.” He blew out a breath.

“What you had was that compromising?”

“We had a little fling as teenagers.”

“You told me that. But I don’t think it’s reason enough for someone to want to destroy you like that.”

Anthony looked away, ashamed.

“It seems she got pregnant, Theo,” he murmured. “Our parents found out about the relationship and...” He swallowed dryly, but it was as if something was stuck in his throat. “You know what old man Teixeira is like. How he handles things and how he hates the Vasconceloses.”

“Fuck, Anthony.” I was stunned by these revelations.

“I was kept away from her, forbidden from even going near her. Her parents disgusted me and my father sent me away for a while, invented some study abroad program. I have no idea what that woman went through because of me. When I say she’s coming in hard, it’s because I know she is.”

“And the... the... child?”

Anthony shrugged.

“I don’t know, Theo. I don’t even know if it was true; my parents said Raquel lied to force me to marry her, they kept saying the Vasconceloses always wanted the Teixeira fortune. I was just a kid, not even seventeen. Our family would never allow that kind of... mixing. A Teixeira and a Vasconcelos?” He laughed, but it was completely humorless. “Well, with any luck, she doesn’t even remember any of it. Maybe Raquel doesn’t even remember we fucked once. It was over twenty years ago, after all.”

“I find that very hard to believe...” I murmured, but didn’t press because I knew sometimes Anthony needed to believe certain unrealities to avoid a breakdown.

“I don’t know. I can expect anything. That’s what’s driving me crazy.”

“Have you tried talking to her?”

Anthony made a terrified face.

“Me? No. I don’t want to talk to her. Let everyone run their campaign and I’ll meet her, at most, in some debate. I don’t want to chat, not even at events. My father is driving me nuts, saying I shouldn’t run a friendly campaign. That we can already start talking about the fake pregnancy she tried to pull on us.” Anthony went completely red, as if the whole story nauseated him. “He wants to ruin Raquel’s reputation in town.”

Anthony wasn’t a person who liked drama and his campaigns had always been clean. Humiliating someone in public? I seriously doubted he was capable of such a thing. It wasn’t in his nature. And I was almost certain his parents were completely wrong about Raquel, even without knowing her.

“I didn’t know the situation was so fucked up. Does anyone else know about this?”

“Vitor, in part.” Anthony was referring to his best friend, Chief Moura, who he also confided in. He was a person who stirred deep jealousy in me, though I knew there was only friendship between them. “He doesn’t know about the supposed pregnancy. That was hushed up even within the walls of our house. I don’t think the Chief even really remembers my brief thing with Raquel Vasconcelos.”

I began to understand a little better why Anthony couldn’t deal with other things, and I felt like an idiot. That shit was way too serious.

“It’ll all work out,” I said, because I felt I needed to dig his optimism back up. I turned to face him. “Just keep playing it straight and doing your part. If she turns on you, let her hang herself. It’s better that way.”

“That’s what I think. But... I don’t know.”

On impulse, completely without thinking, I raised a hand and touched his face. Anthony’s eyes went wide, but he didn’t pull away, and I was frightened by my own self, by feeling so unmoored that I couldn’t control a simple touch. I had just sucked Anthony’s cock and swallowed his come. Of course I felt different on the intimacy front. I stroked his cheek and, thinking it was too much, removed my hand.

“You’re the most decent guy I know. Do what you think is right.”

The man studied me for a long time, intently. He stared into my eyes, watched my mouth, and I could tell he still harbored desires for me. I waited for his reaction. I watched the battle being waged inside him, saw how he suffered with it, believing he shouldn’t let himself be carried away in the slightest.

“Thank you,” he murmured, finally.

“This town could never find another you, Anthony.” I smiled at him, returning the words of encouragement.

He stared at me so deeply, looking so moved, that I thought he might win his internal war and surrender to his desires. But the moment Anthony took a decisive step forward, full of intent, we heard the sound of the tow truck approaching. The mayor took so many steps backward, terrified, that I thought he was going to walk all the way back to Paradise.

After that little accident in the middle of nowhere, where we’d shared every kind of intimacy possible—physical and emotional—the son of a bitch went right back to doing what he always did. He pretended nothing had happened.
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CHAPTER 3
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Raquel Vasconcelos

A Meeting Set With The Past

I REACHED THE BASE of the city hall steps, taking it all in and wondering why the hell there still wasn’t a ramp there. It made access difficult for wheelchair users and other people with disabilities. It was absurd that Anthony hadn’t ordered one built, given how concerned he claimed to be with the people.

I huffed, a little pissed off. I opened my little Winnie the Pooh notebook and wrote: build decent ramps at city hall, for God’s sake, urgently! A bit clumsily, I tossed the notebook back into my bag, took another deep breath, and started climbing those narrow steps. I muttered to myself about how ridiculous it all was. My feet hurt from the heels. How is this even possible?

“How can I puke potatoes if I ate caaaabbage?” I sang the crazy parody of an old song and laughed to myself as I continued my little exercise. I babbled random words, maybe to contain the anguish, the lump stuck in my throat, and my heart racing at full speed.

I passed a few departments.

“Fourth floor, fourth floor, fourth floor...” I repeated the information I’d been given. The meeting with the mayor was scheduled for 10 a.m. on the fourth floor of city hall, where his office probably was.

I got in the elevator and could barely contain my anxiety. My body was trembling, so I did a few little hops, as if I’d stepped into a cold shower in the dead of winter. I didn’t know if I could handle a meeting with the past, but I was aware that at some point it would have to happen and it was better if it was in a friendly way. I’d memorized my lines so I wouldn’t get lost.

“Hi, Anthony...” I murmured, nervous, because suddenly my mind went blank and I couldn’t feel my tongue properly. “Good morning, Mr. Mayor. No... It’s better to just call him Anthony, he might think I’m being ironic.”

The elevator doors opened and for a moment I thought about not stepping out. What would happen if I just didn’t show up? If I turned tail and ran? Maybe nothing. Or maybe he’d consider me a coward. Sooner or later we’d run into each other at some event or debate. It would be impossible to avoid Anthony Teixeira for long.

“Why did I come up with this? Why did I run?” I let out a few grumbles and took the first step out of the elevator. There was an empty reception area, with a secretary working ahead, behind a long counter. It was all very simple, even more than I’d expected, nothing luxurious, like the whole building. “Hang in there now, heart! La la la la la la la la... I told you I was afraid... Love isn’t any—” I stopped, not knowing the exact word of that song. “Secret? Toy?”

I parked myself in front of the girl, who looked at me and seemed not to recognize me and was still wondering what the hell I was doing there.

“Good morning...” I murmured timidly. Then I realized I couldn’t enter the game by cowering. I needed to be more combative and in control. That’s why I cleared my throat, straightened my posture, and stuck my nose in the air.

“Good morning...” The employee was still trying to find her responses, failing.

I cleared my throat again, bringing a hand close to my lips.

“I have a meeting with Mayor Anthony Teixeira. It’s scheduled for 10 a.m.”

The woman kept blinking. Her grimace intensified, then she opened a big, old notebook that looked like it had recorded every meeting that had ever happened in this town since its founding, it was so falling apart. If I’d had mine in hand, I would have written: replace the hideous reception notebook, what an embarrassment!

“What is your name, ma’am?” the woman asked, serious, flipping through the yellowed-edged pages. I’d be disgusted to touch that thing. I looked around for some hand sanitizer and didn’t find any. The poor thing would have her hands full of germs all day.

“Raquel Vasconcelos.”

The employee opened her eyes wide in my direction and gave me a full-on X-ray. Looked at everything. My hair, the expensive sunglasses resting on top of my head, maybe checking if my makeup was good, if my black skirt and blazer set were good enough for that place. In short, she did what I had done early that morning, before leaving home, to my own appearance. Unfortunately, I never learned her conclusions.

“Ah, ma’am... Sorry, I... Um... Please, have a seat while I look for more information.” The woman stood up and pointed to an old sofa lying almost dead in the corner of the reception. I’d throw that thing in the trash, but okay, Anthony was an economical guy. I’d done a thorough assessment of the city’s finances and noticed he never spent on unnecessary items.

But, honestly, I’d pay for a new sofa out of my own pocket. His family was as rich as mine, he could offer, on his own, better conditions for everyone and even for himself, who worked in that place every day.

“Choices, right?” I said to myself. I sat on the sofa, just on the very edge, and waited with some impatience. My heart was still pounding in my chest. A cold sweat escaped from my temples and I wondered if it would be better to apply more deodorant before meeting him. However, I was afraid to check the bathroom. Better not.

After a few minutes, the woman approached. I noticed she was pretty, well-groomed, and wearing elegant uniform pants and a shirt. However, her face didn’t express good news and she seemed uncertain.

“Miss Vasconcelos... Sorry for the discourtesy, but I really can’t find your appointment. There is no meeting scheduled.”

I stood up promptly.

“What do you mean? But my team scheduled this meeting.”

“Perhaps you’d like to check with your team.”

I blinked at her a few times. Then I took my phone out of my bag and called Ana, the person who handled my entire political life. A competent, level-headed woman who would never make me waste my time coming to city hall for nothing. As soon as she answered, I explained what had happened to her, and she assured me it was scheduled and even forwarded me the confirmation email again.

I showed it to the city hall employee.

“I don’t know what happened, there’s nothing in my system,” the woman informed me, a little embarrassed. I almost yelled: In your old notebook, you mean? “Wait a little longer, please, I’ll check with the mayor personally.”

“A-All r-right,” I stammered. My God, he was here. But of course he was. We had a meeting, he needed to be here, right?

As soon as the secretary walked away, I decided not to go back to the sofa. I did a few more little hops until, minutes later, I was caught by the woman, who returned in the company of a man who, my God in heaven, was the very description of the maximum perfection a guy could achieve in his life. I was surprised because in Paradise there weren’t that many good-looking people. The man was tall, huge and built, dark-haired, with straight hair and a beard that stirred the imagination in the first second.

I felt my legs going weak.

The secretary walked right past, as if thinking: not my problem anymore, and the man, dressed in a dark suit, stopped in front of me. He flashed a smile that could make panties wet and I had to gasp. What kind of specimen was that? In Paradise? I immediately looked at his hand, searching for a ring. It couldn’t be that he was single.

“Good morning, miss,” he said, raising a hand. I shook it with some embarrassment. My legs felt like two well-cooked sausages when I felt that hand squeezing mine with some force. His fingers were enormous. “I’m Theo, the mayor’s security. He asked me to let you know that he’s feeling unwell today and he’s very sorry, but he needs to reschedule the meeting for another day.”

I blinked slowly at the man. I was a little disoriented, not knowing what to think or feel, because he was handsome and too big, but he was saying things I considered absurd. Anthony would leave me at the door of his office because he was feeling unwell? How unwell? Because I was feeling unwell too, and yet I was here, wasn’t I?

Who was the coward now?

“Tell the mayor I’m not leaving here until he sees me.” I used a lot of boldness to make it clear, which made this Theo guy look surprised. I stuck my nose in the air again. “What’s wrong with him? A broken leg? Fever? Cough? A stomachache? None of that will stop me.” I sat on the horrible sofa. “If he needs to go to the bathroom before our meeting, I’ll wait. I’ll even ask someone to bring him an antacid.”

Theo held back a laugh. His expression tried to stay serious, but his mouth was twitching and I found him more attractive by the second, especially because he found my behavior funny instead of just kicking me out for good, like any annoying security guard might do. After a few seconds trying to control himself, the man said:

“Maybe he just needs a dose of something to calm his nerves.”

I found the answer so wonderful that I was the one who let out the laugh. I liked him.

“Well then, perhaps it’s appropriate for the kitchen to prepare us a little chamomile tea.” Theo laughed a little, along with me. “Tell the mayor I don’t bite. I’m here for a frank conversation, no fuss.”

“I’ll try. But I just follow orders, okay? If he doesn’t agree, unfortunately I’ll have to escort you to the exit.”

“It wouldn’t be so bad to have your company, Theo,” I said, but it was totally unintentional, without thinking, nothing, I swear, it was without intentions. But the man gave a somewhat embarrassed smile and, perceiving the flirtation, blushed. Which of course only made him more edible. I cleared my throat. “I mean, you seem more polite and friendly than the mayor,” I backpedaled in time. “I wouldn’t object if the private meeting were between us.”

Theo blushed again and I realized my attempt to fix the flirtation only made me flirt more, because he took it the wrong way, judging by his expression.

“Well, I’ll bring an answer shortly.”

The enormous man turned his back and walked elegantly back down the hallway. I tried, but I couldn’t help looking at his ass, which filled out the dress pants he was wearing very nicely.

“Oh, if I got you, oh oh oh, if I got you...” I sang very softly, moving my shoulders and waist a little. “Wow! Wow! That’ll be the death of me...” I stopped moving and singing when I noticed the employee looking at me curiously.

I straightened my body again and crossed my legs, promising myself I’d stop embarrassing myself gratuitously like that. I waited for long minutes, until Theo returned with all his obvious hotness, but with a more severe expression. I knew he wasn’t bringing good news.

I stood up before he could get all the way close.

“Oh, no, Theo, don’t tell me he’s going to do this to me.”

“I’m sorry, miss, I...”

“Oh, no, I refuse!” I stamped the sole of my heel on the floor and sidestepped that monument. Without thinking, I headed in the direction of the hallway that would probably lead me to that cowardly son of a bitch. “Unwell! UNWELL! What does he think? I woke up early, used my best perfume, spent money on a new outfit for Anthony to run away from me again? Damn the Teixeiras!”

“Miss... MISS!” Theo grabbed me by the arm before I could open the only door I found nearby.

“He’s not going to do this to me!” I yelled at the man I didn’t even know, but who learned, at that moment, the size of my frustration. Tears came to my eyes without me being able to stop them, but I didn’t let them fall. “He might have run away from an innocent, silly little girl, but he’s not going to run away from Raquel Vasconcelos, the mayoral candidate and the woman who’s going to knock him off his throne soon.”

Theo must have been pretty scared of me, because he backed up a little. He positioned himself between me and the door.

“I can’t let you in, miss. Sorry. I think it’s better if tempers cool down between the two parties and...”

“No! I won’t accept it! He’s a coward! A COWARD! DID YOU HEAR THAT, ANTHONY?” I shouted toward the door. “YOU’RE A COWARD!”

I wasn’t expecting that. The door simply opened and I found myself face to face with another distinct specimen. A mega handsome man, as I knew he was, but seeing him in person again was something else. However, that imposing figure reminded me of the past, even though he was so changed. He wasn’t a fully formed man when I knew him. He didn’t have that height, that settled bone structure, he wasn’t a stiff, stuck-up asshole, but the eyes... There were those eyes, the bright green ones that stole my peace.

“What the hell is going on here?” Anthony spoke louder, stopping when he saw me looking like a madwoman in the middle of the hallway. I stood motionless. Completely shaken and unsteady. “What’s all this shouting?”

He analyzed me from head to toe, and it was as if his eyes were boiling my flesh. I hated the feeling. It was too stupid. It was absurd and I wanted to disappear. I shook my head, trying to contain the pounding and the tears, still furious. But determined. Very determined to come out on top in front of him. To show my courage.

“Are you going to see me or not?”

Anthony made a displeased expression.

“I’m a little...”

“Unwell.” I crossed my arms. “I heard. Look, Anthony, don’t waste my time. I’m here as your political rival, forget the disagreements between our families. I’m not happy to be talking to a Teixeira either, but that’s how it is.”

“And what do you have to say to me?”

Theo still remained between us, as if forming a protective barrier to prevent me from attacking the mayor, which was my real desire. Maybe the security guard knew that, that I was on the verge of slapping Anthony.

I stared down the hallway. No one seemed like they were going to let me into the room.

“I want a clean campaign,” I grumbled. “That’s the summary. No attacks. I came here to say I won’t attack and I don’t want to be attacked. Can you handle yourself as a politician or not? Let’s talk about the city, nothing will be about us or our families.”

“Deal,” the man agreed immediately, with a serious grunt. “Was that all? Or do you have something else to say? Do you need to come into... my office?” He swallowed dryly and seemed nervous to the point of hyperventilating. He was panting and sweating, like me.

Theo kept a close watch on us as we stared at each other. My God, how big and hot Anthony was. Seeing those two together, it was like they’d opened the gates of the Garden of Eden and let loose two gods with distinct beauties, maybe to cater to all tastes. Damn. And those pairs of penetrating eyes? One clear like the most crystalline water and the other, dark like a mysterious night?

I needed to control my thoughts and emotions. It was too much of a mix for one person, I had to pull my team off the field at the right time and admit I couldn’t take any more.

“No. I have nothing else to say to you.” I turned to the security guard. “See you later, Theo. Thanks for your kindness and politeness. I hope to run into you again, of course, the city could really use more beauty. And ramps.” I looked at Anthony, who seemed so angry, so angry that his forehead was furrowed. “And a new notebook. And a sofa, for God’s sake, this place is a dump!”

As both men said nothing, so stunned were they by my honesty thrown to the wind, I turned my body and walked away with my face held high, praying to keep my legs steady. It would be horrible to trip and make a fool of myself in front of them, because I knew they were analyzing my retreat.

I only managed to breathe again when I got into the elevator.

“What kind of shot was that?” I sang, starting to wiggle like crazy again.

I made some noises with my mouth, getting into the rhythm of the beats. It felt like the music had started inside the elevator, even though nothing could actually be heard, which made me do a little dance as if I’d suddenly found myself at a funk party.
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CHAPTER 4

[image: ]




Anthony Teixeira

Consenting And Participating

I DIDN’T EVEN KNOW what had just happened. When Gabriela, my secretary, came to inform me that Raquel Vasconcelos was at city hall, saying we had a meeting scheduled for 10 a.m., I thought it had to be a joke. There was no appointment booked anywhere, and I hadn’t heard a thing about it.

After trying in vain to recover from the initial shock and saying I couldn’t possibly attend a meeting without a prior appointment, Theo came back saying something must have gone wrong, because Raquel insisted she’d scheduled a time and wouldn’t leave until I saw her. I found her behavior absurd, utterly graceless, so I refused to the end.

Theo tried to calm me down, saying it would be better to just talk to her and get it over with. I would have, if I hadn’t been caught completely off guard. My heart was in my throat, my palms were sweating, and my guts twisted at the mere thought of that encounter. How could I possibly handle a last-minute meeting? With no psychological preparation, no plan, nothing? I’d look like an idiot.

I called my advisory team, who confirmed the damn meeting had, in fact, been scheduled. The information would have reached me if my father hadn’t stuck his nose into organizing my calendar, as if he owned the place, and canceled the meeting without anyone’s consent. So the whole thing had turned into a massive confusion I barely understood.

All I knew was that this wasn’t the moment to face Raquel. It was no use making up some bullshit excuse; the crazy woman started shouting outside my office door and dragged us into an even more unexpected situation. I was still trying to recover from the fact that I’d seen her suddenly, spoken to her, interacted without even really knowing my own name or what I was supposed to say.

Raquel strutted away after hurling a few insults and, if I understood correctly, shamelessly hitting on Theo. It felt like I’d just been run over by everyone. By my team, by my father, by that woman who’d returned from my past just to haunt me, and by the man who, after she left, turned to me as if unsure what to do.

“What the fuck was that?” I muttered.

I went back into my office without closing the door, and Theo understood he should enter and close it behind him. I sank into the chair behind my desk, feeling dizzy and sick. If I’d been unsettled before, at that moment I was truly incapable of anything. My whole body was trembling.

“Sorry, she started yelling. It got out of hand. I didn’t want to be rude; I thought if I was too effusive, it might splash back on the campaign and hurt you.”

“It’s fine, Theo, I know it wasn’t your fault. This whole mess is my father’s doing. If Raquel wanted a meeting, I should have been prepared and, obviously, given advance notice.”

Theo was silent for a few moments. Our relationship had been a bit strange. It had been two weeks since the little “accident” on the road, and I didn’t know if I found it good or bad that he’d kept his distance. We hadn’t discussed it. I’d tried to start a few conversations, but the driver hadn’t given me the same openness as before. I decided we needed time and slowly pulled away. But it all sucked, because I liked him as a person and we had a friendship I didn’t want to lose.

And I felt strange. I couldn’t handle it, but somehow I was forced to. My body wasn’t in its normal state. My head was in the clouds, and I couldn’t get into my own vehicle with him driving without my heart skipping terrible beats every time.

It had been a long time since I’d last felt such emotions inside me.

“Say what you’re thinking,” I requested, since Theo remained silent while I tried to breathe again. I loosened my tie and stared out the large window in my office, which overlooked part of the city and, beyond it, the forest.

“I’ve told you this before,” he said seriously. “And you didn’t like it. It’s better if I stay silent.”

“Please, say it.”

Theo let out a long sigh.

“You need to distance yourself from your father.” I couldn’t muster a reaction to that. I just turned my face away, staring out the window again, aware that even if I ever tried to do what Theo suggested, I wouldn’t be able to. “He’s getting worse, Anthony. Messing with your schedule? Where does it stop?”

I felt so suffocated I tried again to loosen my tie, but it was already well away from my neck. I couldn’t get rid of that tightness. I struggled to breathe, so I just focused on the air going in and out of my nose. I didn’t answer him because I couldn’t. A sharp pain was tearing through my insides.

I swallowed with difficulty.

“Anthony?”

“Don’t go out with her, please,” I asked, automatically changing the subject. I’d heard Raquel Vasconcelos’s words; it couldn’t have been my imagination. She was clear, mentioned a new meeting with Theo, and tossed out a pick-up line. “What would people say if my security, my right-hand man, went out with my political rival? A Vasconcelos, no less?” I shook my head, denying it, and let out a gasp. Somehow, saying that helped the tightness become less intense. “You... Of course you won’t go out with her, but I thought I’d better warn you. After all, you are...” I stopped.

Theo was smiling. I didn’t know why.

“Gay? I’m not gay, Anthony, I’m pansexual.”

“I don’t know what that means,” I said honestly.

“It means I don’t care about genders; I’m attracted to anyone who attracts me, regardless of what they are or how they identify.”

Again, I had trouble swallowing. Was Theo basically telling me he was a person who could sleep with everyone? I grew serious, studying him in disbelief, feeling stranger than before. I didn’t know what his criteria were. Apparently, none, which left me somewhat disappointed, I couldn’t deny it.

“So you found her attractive,” I stated. It was meant to be a question, but it came out as a statement.

“And you didn’t?” Theo was still smiling, putting his hands in his pockets. “You could barely speak in front of her. You should have seen your face; it was red.”

I didn’t know why he was enjoying this.

“I wasn’t nervous because I found her attractive; it was because of all the crap from our past,” I retorted. “She’s changed a lot. I didn’t know what to do.”

“I liked her.”

I glared at Theo. He raised his hands.

“No need to be jealous. I’m saying I liked her, her personality, her way... Raquel seems like an excellent person, very friendly and a bit crazy.”

“A bit? She shouted outside my office door. What kind of candidate yells inside city hall?” As soon as I said it, I let out a soft laugh, because something like that was just unbelievable. And I completely ignored the fact that he thought I was jealous. It was better not to go there.

Theo let out a more open laugh.

“It was incredible; I honestly loved it. She’s a woman of action.”

“She called me a coward.”

“You dismissed the poor woman, didn’t you? Raquel came with a white flag, from what I understood, and got a door slammed in her face.”

“I should have been prepared for that meeting,” I grumbled.

“With that, I agree.” Theo suddenly turned serious again. “Which makes me understand that your parents are wrong about her, as I suspected. Anthony, she mentioned the fact that you ran away in the past. I think... I think Raquel was just a victim.”

That information made me choke up again. I ran my hands through my hair and rested my elbows on the desk, exhausted, sighing loudly. My palms were cold and sweaty. I couldn’t handle that past. Raquel Vasconcelos was the first person I ever loved in my life, and I fucked it up because of that, as always happened when I loved a woman. After Bianca, I thought it better not to feel anything for anyone anymore.

“I don’t know if I should believe she won’t attack me,” I added, perhaps trying to chase away the discomfort. “It could be a strategy to take me down first.”

“Talk to her again. Schedule another meeting.”

Again, I looked at him with an irritated expression.

“You’re not thinking of going out with her, are you?” I returned to that bullshit topic because the other one had become unbearable, so I no longer knew which of the two was worse. “Just because you found her attractive and she gave you an opening.”

“What if I did?” Theo smiled, I think just to drive me crazy, to see what would happen if he provoked me. I fell silent. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but Paradise doesn’t have many options. And she’s hot, you have to admit.”

“You said I didn’t need to be jealous.”

“So that’s what you’re feeling?” His face lit up. I stayed quiet. I looked back out the window.

“What am I even saying?” I asked myself. “Let me recap.” I sighed. “I don’t want you to go out with her because she’s my political rival and it wouldn’t look good; that’s the correct reason. Your private life is none of my business; I can’t stop you from doing anything, that’s not how it works.” I looked at Theo, but neither he nor I seemed to believe that. “It has nothing to do with...” I stopped. I scratched my head.

Theo was still smiling.

“Don’t worry, Anthony, really. I’m in love with you.” I turned to him, my eyes nearly popping out of my head, so stunned was I. I hadn’t expected such an open and sincere declaration, said with a naturalness that moved me. Theo seemed calm, very aware of what he was saying. “I’d only go for Raquel if you were there too, consenting and participating.” I remained completely inert, truly stunned by that whole set of outrageous words.

I couldn’t respond. I saw the man wink and take a few steps back. Theo left the office and left me like that, dazed, full of imaginings, and doubly strange. But what the hell was he suggesting? We definitely weren’t from the same world. In mine, that kind of thing didn’t exist.

And as for the declaration, I thought it better not to think about it, otherwise I’d short-circuit. But I also didn’t want to think about Raquel and that disastrous encounter. Nor about the three of us together in some far-fetched situation. Theo had rented a triplex in my mind to such an extent that I had to loosen, once again, the invisible tie.
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Theo Rocha

ANTHONY WAS INTROSPECTIVE all day and canceled some of his appointments. I didn’t regret anything I’d said; after all, they were just truths he had difficulty handling but would need to face at some point. I tried to stay optimistic simply because he’d felt jealous. That was progress. For someone only living a platonic feeling, we were evolving.

He said he’d go home early, and I did my job as I did every day; I was there to drive him in his vehicle. However, when he sat in the back seat and our eyes connected for the first time since my declaration, Anthony squirmed until he settled on the other side, clearly fleeing. He positioned himself at an angle that didn’t allow me to look directly at him in the rearview mirror.

I gripped the steering wheel tightly, containing my frustration. Of course he’d run from this. I was a patient man and not desperate, so I took a deep breath, counted to ten, and started driving as if nothing could shake me. I knew the mayor was shaken. That the discomfort he felt meant something was happening between us, and it was becoming increasingly evident, impossible to hide.

I was curious about his response. I already imagined the ways Anthony would use to hide from reality and say it was all very wrong. He’d say he couldn’t do this. That my feelings were unfair to everyone around us, including the city he valued so much. Maybe he’d even try to invalidate them. I had a lot on my mind, wondering when he’d use his sense of justice to tell me I needed to move on to avoid getting hurt, to not get involved in his troubled life.

I already had his whole speech in my mind because I knew him so well. When I told him that, I wasn’t joking. However, when we parked in the mansion’s garage, I realized the conversation would come sooner than expected. I thought he’d need more time, which somewhat surprised me. And I was even more shocked when, noticing his silence in the car, I turned to find his eyes.

There was tremendous desire in his expression. Anthony looked at me as if assessing me, and I wondered if he was truly stunned, if he’d say something important, or if he’d skip all the unnecessary dialogue and just devour me with all his will. I was ignited and anxious, waiting for the first move, which would have to be his, because I wouldn’t lift another finger on this matter.

I’d spent two long weeks waiting and would continue to do so.

“I don’t think it’s fair that...” he began, as I knew he would, and I stayed silent, impassive, with the same serious expression. Anthony stopped talking. He licked his lips in a sexy way because, yes, I found the way he tangled himself up inside himself extremely attractive, like a complicated knot that had its own beauty and worth. “You can’t possibly think all of this isn’t wrong.”

“I don’t care.” I shrugged and relaxed my shoulders quickly. “That’s one thing I really don’t want to know.”

“I don’t want to make a drama out of this. But... Theo, we’re in the garage of my house, my daughter and my wife are inside and...”

“And yet you want me,” I finished. The mayor fell silent instantly, and I decided I liked doing that to him too much. Stripping him of his ability to argue. “It’s okay, Anthony, I understand. I’m the last person in this city who would judge you for anything.”

“I didn’t know you... that it was love. This is serious, Theo. I don’t want to hurt you.” He laughed, awkwardly. “Damn it, I don’t want to hurt myself either, because I’m this idiot who cares too much.”

“You’re shaken, aren’t you?” I asked point-blank.

Anthony was silent.

“You were jealous of Raquel, and you’re uncomfortable because I kept my distance these past few days,” I added. He remained mute. “I don’t expect my feelings to be reciprocated, really. But, in a way, they are. You like me. Am I wrong?”

“Theo...” He sighed. “I can’t dea...”

“Deal with this now,” I finished for him. “I didn’t come here to steal your peace, Anthony, but you want me and I want you, so to hell with everything. I want to kiss you and have you whenever possible; I don’t care about labels or anything. On a difficult day, I want to be the person you can count on.”

He blew out a breath and shook his head.

“You already are that person,” he confessed, which warmed my heart. “But... But that’s not how I saw things. Until a few days ago. I thought we were friends.”

“We are friends. Nothing will change in that regard.”

Anthony laughed and huffed again, awkwardly, his face flushed.

“What a scandal, Theo. What a scandal,” he murmured.

“What do you want to do now? For real? Without thinking about fucking scandals?” Anthony went rigid and silent again. He blinked a few times in my direction, with that wanting look that wouldn’t let him hide the truth. He pressed his lips together as if holding back the right words. “Do you want to kiss me?”

He let out a sharp breath.

“I shouldn’t want to, much less do something like that.”

“But you do.” I leaned my face a little closer, letting myself get near him. “I’d bet you’ve been thinking about it all day. Haven’t you?”

Anthony spent a few seconds studying me, until his green eyes settled on my mouth and, suddenly, I felt a tug on my tie. Maybe because I didn’t expect the sudden move, it startled me. My head was pulled forward and, in the next instant, his lips were on mine.

“No...” he pulled away and murmured against my mouth, only to surge forward again and slip his tongue inside, demanding everything from me. I could feel him trembling, a sign he was using every ounce of his courage to do this. “Damn it...” Anthony pulled back again, but he cupped my face in his hands. “Ah, fuck...” And he kissed me again, desperately.

I was so crazy and turned on that I left the driver’s seat with some difficulty, because of my size. I had to break our kiss, but only because I couldn’t stand another second with our bodies apart. I had to seize the chance. I squeezed between the two front seats until I finally managed to sit next to him.

“What are you doing, Theo?” Anthony sounded desperate.

It was my turn to pull him by the tie. I pulled so hard his body was thrown forward, and mine automatically leaned back. That tiny space barely fit the two of us, yet it suddenly felt too big, too spacious; I wanted him fused to me, so I kept pulling. Our mouths connected again and I surrendered to a deep kiss.

I was driven wild by his weight, his scent, his lips moving against mine with a force that could strip me of all reason. My cock throbbed hard, demanding freedom, and I could feel his pressed against mine, maybe begging for the same relief from the hardness it showed. I thought of grabbing him, but I was afraid it might scare Anthony. Better to just enjoy the kiss and make it last.

He tangled his fingers in my hair and pushed me, making my body recline further onto the seat. My hands gripped his arms over the elegant suit jacket, then felt his abdomen and wanted more, so much more than that, they wanted to feel his skin so badly that I ended up pulling his shirt out, tugging it free from his trousers and letting myself caress his waist.

Anthony let out a moan, pulling away for a moment.

“Fuck, Theo,” he complained, breathless, against my lips.

“You want some fuck?” I teased, smiling. “I’ll give it to you.”

Anthony shook his head and panted, horrified, but then he kissed me again. He was in the middle of a war, and I, honestly, loved seeing him battle like that, because he lost badly every time his tongue slid against mine and retreated in a motion that made my cock leak and beg each time.

I could hardly believe it when one of his hands, curious, crept down my body until it found the organ that was certainly nudging him. Anthony grabbed it fully, wringing a moan from me, then let go as if it were on fire, terrified, and I had to laugh at his reaction.

“It’s a cock, Anthony, you have one too and it’s delicious, by the way,” I murmured, still laughing a little, but I pulled his hair that time. I forced him to look at me and we pressed our noses together. “It works the same as yours, no mystery.”

“I...” He swallowed dryly. “It’s weird, sorry. I’ve never... I’ve never done this, felt the body of... a man.”

“It’s okay. You don’t have to grab it if you don’t want to. Just kiss me.” I pulled his face back and we kissed deeply again. That stage was already proceeding with fewer obstacles. His tongue seemed less confused, his lips more decisive in what they were doing, unlike the first time we kissed.

Anthony devoured me with such fervor that I was left breathless at some point. Completely surrendered, I went back to gripping his scalding skin under his shirt, scraping my fingers along his back, clutching him to press us closer together. I ignored the heat inside the car, intensified by all the clothes.

Still, I couldn’t stop. I let him kiss me until I felt our bodies writhing, his cock rubbing against me in a back-and-forth motion that I wished was happening on other parts of my body. However, he’d surely be frightened by the direction of my imagination if he couldn’t even bring himself to hold my cock.

It was as if he’d guessed my thoughts when Anthony went searching for it again. His mouth pulled away and he stared at me, panting, sweaty and flushed.

“It’s only fair you come this time,” he murmured. I didn’t object because I agreed with him, and because Anthony seemed to be pushing past the barrier of fear and strangeness to start stroking me with one hand, even if it was over my trousers. “Do you want to?” he asked, suddenly seeming worried, hesitant. He made an expression I couldn’t quite read, as if it didn’t match what was happening.

“Of course I want to.”

“You want... Um... Can I really touch you? You won’t feel bad?”

“Will you?”

He fell silent. He looked down, checking the hand that was still gripping my stiff member. Anthony didn’t answer me, but whispered:

“I want to see. Show me?”

I smiled, amazed, and used my hands to unbutton my trousers while he tried to stay on his side. That seat didn’t fit us, that was a fact, which was why our legs could barely find a place to rest. I freed my erection. A thin string of pre-cum stretched between the swollen head and my belly. Anthony stared.

Slowly, he took hold of me again, but I noticed his fingers were trembling with fear. That just amused me. I felt his palm wrap around me and I gasped, aroused to my very core. That stimulation drove me insane in a second. I could hardly believe I was being touched by him, and the rush of emotions only heightened my arousal.

“Is it bad?” he asked, hesitant, starting to pump slowly and making me writhe. I was so turned on I’d never seen my cock that swollen.

“Not at all, Anthony. On the contrary, it feels amazing. And for you?”

“I’m okay,” he said, and he seemed sincere. “It’s kind of big, isn’t it?”

I let out a laugh, though it was mixed with gasps.

“So is yours.”

“But yours seems thicker.”

“That’s your imagination. You must be picturing where I could put this and thinking it should be thinner,” I joked, squirming because Anthony hadn’t stopped stimulating me, even if gently. He laughed, but I noticed he was embarrassed, his face flushing deeply.

Suddenly, Anthony turned serious again.

“I don’t think I can suck it. Sorry,” he murmured finally.

“No problem, do whatever you’re comfortable with.”

He spent a good while observing the motion he was making. His hand explored the length, turned it from side to side, as if testing me. I did my best not to come too fast; it would be terrible to end a moment like that, I had to savor it for as long as I could. Anthony tested different speeds. It was too hard to hold back. Moans escaped me, my belly trembled along with my legs, and all my nerve endings seemed concentrated in his touch.

When I felt the mayor had gotten used to it—at least he didn’t seem like he’d have a heart attack from the fact he was jerking off a man—he slid back on top of me. He pulled my hair with his free hand, pushed my body against the seat, and kept moving the hand that had suddenly become experienced, maybe because that’s how he jerked himself off.

“Anthony,” I begged, moaning, aware I was close.

He stared at me with desire, then sank his mouth onto mine in a kiss that decreed the end of all my control. Feeling his tongue, his skilled hand, his body pinning me down and demanding my orgasm was too much. It was possessively that he gripped my hair. And it was with extreme possession that he stared at me when he realized I was about to come.

“Come, Theo,” he requested, murmuring. I heard fear, shame, and pleasure in his tone. He was ashamed of the words himself, I could tell, but the fact he hadn’t kept them to himself amused me and made me obey.

I held his face so he’d look at me and let out the first louder moan, accompanied by a powerful jet into his hand. I saw stars and heaven. It was all there in his eyes, in the eloquent way he watched me intently, following my climax as if, for him, it was also extremely gratifying.

Anthony savored it as if reflecting the same delight my body was experiencing. I moaned and came like a madman, generous doses of what I’d been saving for him. Finally, Anthony kissed me, keeping his hand still, as if he didn’t know what to do with it. He pulled away to look at me again while I tried to catch my breath and regain my senses.

“Are you okay?” he asked, somewhat apprehensive.

Among so many other things, I loved the way he worried.

“Excellent...” I murmured and moved to reach for his crotch, to return the favor, but Anthony pulled away. He stopped me from touching him.

“No, today is your day.”

“When, then?” My eyes shone at the idea of us doing this regularly. “If today was my day, tomorrow can be yours again.”

Anthony sighed deeply.

“I don’t know, Theo. I don’t think...”

I waited for his refusal, for the steps back I knew Anthony would take eventually, but we were interrupted by the ring of his cell phone in his pocket. With a dirty hand, the mayor had to contort himself a lot to manage to sit up, and I helped by moving away, already tucking my cock back into my trousers. His phone appeared in his intact hand. Anthony was grimacing at the screen.

“I need to take this.” I saw his father’s name flashing and nodded. There was no more spark, energy, or will in his tone of voice. That’s how old man Teixeira left him: empty. And I hated it with all my strength.

“Okay, no problem.” I took the initiative and, before being rejected outright, planted a quick kiss on his lips and left the vehicle.

Anthony got out the other side, already with the phone to his ear, his other hand—the one I knew what it carried—clenched in a fist. He didn’t look back, just climbed the stairs leading into the mansion using his most measured voice.

I noticed movement near the garage gate and saw Aisha, Anthony’s teenage daughter from his first marriage, coming in from who-knows-where, probably from a friend’s house. She stared at me strangely, but didn’t say anything, and I was left wondering what she had seen.

“Good evening, Miss Aisha,” I greeted politely.

“Good evening, Theo...” She lingered, her eyes narrowed in my direction, so I straightened my hair, noticing I must have been all disheveled, with my tie crooked and my clothes rumpled.

Damn. She noticed. Of course she did, Aisha was far too clever, very different from Anthony. They looked alike physically—blond hair and green eyes—but their personalities didn’t match at all.

The girl fell silent. She walked past the vehicle and climbed the same stairs Anthony had taken. Like her, I kept my words to myself. I just hoped Aisha wouldn’t make a big deal of it with Anthony and scare him off for good. I was very afraid for us. Our little secret could cost everything, including my job, which, at that moment, seemed like the least of my problems.
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CHAPTER 5
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Anthony Teixeira

Enduring Until The End

I WALKED INTO MY HOUSE with my phone in one hand and no idea what to do with the other, so I kept it clenched. I thought about using the bathroom on the ground floor or the powder room in the gourmet area, but the truth was I felt ashamed, and hearing my father’s voice on the other end of the line grated on my nerves. It was as if he had just witnessed what I’d done and was judging me for it with every weapon in his arsenal.

“...she can’t think you’re a weakling, Anthony,” he was saying, referring to Raquel and the meeting that hadn’t happened, at least not the way it should have. “The Vasconcelos are venomous snakes, every last one of them. I’m sure we’ll get a thrashing soon, she’ll ruin you in all the tabloids, mark my words!”

I stayed silent as I climbed the stairs to the upper floor, where the master suite was and where I wanted to lock myself in to take a shower, to wash the remnants of Theo from my body, since I’d suddenly begun to feel disgusted, dirty, an empty and repulsive shell filled with guilt and regret.

What the fuck had I been thinking?

“From now on, I’ll handle your schedule and the events you’ll attend personally,” my father continued in his most detestable voice. “It’s absurd that this woman has such easy access to you. That’s not how things are done. We’re going to put this Vasconcelos woman in her place.”

Using my elbows, I pushed open the suite door and found Diana, my wife, dressed in a long red nightgown, lying on the bed as if she’d been waiting for me for some time. She sat up immediately. My heart nearly leapt out of my mouth, because for a few minutes I had simply forgotten I had a great responsibility to that woman.

I felt like such a scoundrel I could barely look at her. I walked straight past, entered the long walk-in closet, and closed the bathroom door behind me while my father was still yammering.

“...It won’t be hard to finish Raquel off. A woman has no business in political games, especially not a single woman. Her place is behind a stove, not on a podium, and...”

“You are not handling my schedule,” I said before he could repeat the whole misogynistic spiel I hated, the one that had made my sister flee the family, skip important meetings and celebrations, and want to stay far away from politics, even though she was extremely intelligent and committed. “I have a prepared team for that, and you can’t interfere like this. You made Raquel waste her time and made me look like a fool in the process.”

My father didn’t even hesitate before throwing it in my face, almost shouting:

“Have you forgotten who put you in this position, Anthony? You are only what you are because of me! The money is mine, the status is mine, the influence is mine! Do you think you can do it alone?” His words made me freeze and hold my breath. My guts twisted, causing physical pain. “You’re a measly mayor in a small town, you think that’s something big? If you don’t listen to me, you’ll never be more than that, a second-rate politician who will never amount to anything, never be anyone important.”

I remained motionless, my back against the door, but it felt like I wasn’t in that bathroom. I saw nothing but darkness. I was trapped in a very small room, one my body barely fit into, and nothing else existed or had any value.

“You didn’t want to take care of the business, our companies. How do you think the Teixeiras will fare after I’m gone? We’ll lose everything if you don’t get out of this shitty town and gain influence in the country.” He let out a cough that made me startle slightly, like a kid terrified by any sound. “Which reminds me that you need to finally put a child in that wife of yours who seems good for nothing! Three years of marriage and she still hasn’t gotten pregnant, it’s an outrage! Are you sure there’s nothing wrong with your testosterone? I need a grandson! Your sister is useless, she’ll be an aunt forever, the way things are going.”

“Dad... Stop it, don’t talk about Monica like that. She’s a renowned doctor...”

“A doctor of nothing! Stuck in that shitty University, she won’t even dedicate her knowledge to the family business because she doesn’t want to.” I felt my eyes welling up, but I held back as best I could and, without meaning to, opened the hand that had been clenched. I felt the different texture and my body wanted to expel it as if it were the worst thing in the world. I rushed to the sink and turned on the tap, but my father didn’t stop: “You will not meet with a Vasconcelos. No deals, no peace treaties, none of that. If you give her an opening, she’ll stab you in the back. If you’re not re-elected, Anthony, it will be your end. You’ll have no prestige anywhere. Forget any other mayoralty, the state government, the senate, forget all your plans, you’ll have nothing. Hear me? You’ll just be a stupid worm defeated by a little woman. Is your dick working normally? I have an excellent doctor near Paradise. Are you fucking this girl? Fagundes assured me that...”

I felt my face flush immediately, completely stunned.

“Dad!” I snapped, just to get him to stop shaming me, humiliating me, and leaving me without any air to breathe. “Please respect Diana,” I added, but it was horrible to say that having just jerked off my driver in the home garage. Neither of us respected Diana, and that was horrible, completely unfair to her. “I’m not going to stand here listening to you disrespect the women in our family.”

“You’re weak, Anthony. You always have been, since you were a child.” And he’d always repeated that for as long as I could remember. It wasn’t news, yet my bodily reactions remained the same: cold sweat, tachycardia, an absurd weakness. “If it weren’t for me, you’d be nobody. Without my money, you’d be nothing. Don’t forget that, who you are and what I’ve already done for you. Stop being an ungrateful piece of shit and listen to me: we’re going to start attacking Raquel Vasconcelos.”

I stayed silent, disoriented, my head spinning and my limbs trembling from the many mixed emotions. Anger, fear, anguish, powerlessness, anxiety. I wanted to say something, scream, tell him to back off and disappear from my life, but I locked up. I couldn’t. Nothing came out. Perhaps because, deep down, I thought it was all true. It was my father’s money that gave me opportunities, that paid for my education, it was his influence and money that got me elected.

How could I argue with reality? How would I support my family if I walked away and renounced the inheritance, the status, and the surname? How would I give Aisha the privileges I’d always had? What I earned as mayor wasn’t enough to keep that house running for even a single miserable month. If I yelled at my father, I’d lose everything.

I pressed my lips together and promised myself I would endure it, once again, for my daughter, for her future, for Diana, and for St. John of Paradise.

“I can’t come to Paradise this week, I’m swamped with work because my ungrateful children don’t want to take over the businesses that give them a decent life!” He let out an ironic laugh. “But I’ll show up next week and we’ll draw up a plan to finish off this Vasconcelos woman.”

“Okay,” I murmured, relieved he didn’t have time to show up at my door, judging everything and everyone with his aggressive manner and closed mind.

“Keep your eyes open, Anthony. And for God’s sake, put a child in Diana. Are you a man or not? Be a man and make a male child this time!”

His words made me look at the hand still under the running water, washing away Theo’s come. Guilt hit me with full force, like a punch right in the face. What I’d done was absurd in so many ways. A tremendous mistake and an immense shame. I felt the full weight of the humiliation, avoiding the mirror because I knew it wouldn’t reflect anyone worthwhile, and that I seemed even smaller than before.

“Okay,” I repeated, hesitant, in a breath of a voice, just so my father would consider the conversation over. “Good night. Give Mom a kiss for me.”

“I will,” he said and hung up without even returning the greeting or saying goodbye. Old man Teixeira’s manners were always lavished on everyone around him, except me. I’d noticed that a long time ago.

In circles of friends and politicians, he praised me, was extremely sociable and helpful, spread the happiness and abundance of the Teixeira family as if we were perfect, but never in his life had he been capable of truly respecting me. And I had no choice but to take it. He was my father, after all. I feared for all of us all the time.

I stepped under the shower and took the longest shower of my life, feeling filthy, nauseated. I relived the moments with Theo and was horrified that I had been capable of feeling such immense arousal, when I should have felt nothing but disgust. Discovering that I liked men, at this stage of my life, was terrible, a disaster that would lead to my ruin. I shouldn’t like it, I didn’t want to like it, and I would never do it again.

It seemed my father was right in every aspect and I lacked virility. Had he always known I wasn’t man enough and that’s why he said those things to me? I had no idea, but at that moment I considered myself a rat, not even a human being. I was far from being who I needed to be.

I left the bathroom wrapped in a towel and put on comfortable clothes in the closet. Diana was still waiting for me in bed. I noticed her nightgown was hitched up a bit, showing her shapely legs, and the neckline was more revealing. She had certainly made an effort to attract my attention, but I knew what she was doing and felt even worse. She wanted to satisfy me at all costs, even though her body didn’t want me at all.

I knew my wife didn’t desire me. I’d noticed it a long time ago.

Trying to reassure her, I approached, kissed the top of her head, and crouched by the bed. Unfortunately, I couldn’t face her, because I was completely ashamed of what I’d done.

“I’m tired, Diana, it’s been a long day. But you look very beautiful. I’m sorry.” I swallowed dryly, my face still turned away, unable to meet whatever expression she had. Perhaps it was relief. I felt she was relieved when she found out she didn’t have to please me sexually. “I’m going to eat something and then I’ll come to sleep. Okay?”

“Okay,” she murmured, her tone frustrated. Maybe she thought I had lovers. Or that she wasn’t beautiful to me. Or, I don’t know, I couldn’t understand what Diana thought and she didn’t open up in any way, no matter how hard I tried.

Since she didn’t open up, I didn’t feel comfortable doing the same. Her very presence embarrassed me. Her only topics with me were completely superficial. I didn’t know if she was just a shallow woman or if she had been raised in the traditional mold, the kind of wife made to please at any cost.

Either way, she bothered me, starting with her appearance. I thought marrying someone who looked like Bianca would be a good idea, but it was stupid, a great folly. Every time I looked at her, it was like receiving a blow to the head. I remembered that my great love had left me. And that no one would ever take her place again, since I was no longer the same and my heart never would be.

I took a deep breath and left the room almost fleeing, because I didn’t want to be in her presence, I didn’t want to remember Bianca and mix all the conflicting feelings that already knocked me off my feet with more complexities. My head was a mess and I felt so sad I just wanted to stay in bed. But the bed I called mine was shared with someone who seemed wrong for it.

Nothing was mine. The wife, the house, the bed, nothing.

However, crossing the hallway and seeing Aisha walking past distractedly, I knew that, yes, there was something that was only mine. My daughter. I opened my arms and smiled, ready to receive her and ease the despair that only grew in my chest. But Aisha just made a face and dodged, fleeing the affection as if it were unbearable.

“What’s wrong with you?” she asked, suspicious, and then I remembered that the only thing that belonged to me, I had ruined. Aisha hated me. And honestly, she was right, because I even failed at this: being a father.

What could I do right, besides being a good politician? Nothing, my brain answered. And that’s why I made sure to at least be a good politician.

“Can’t I hug my daughter?”

“Well... You can.” She hugged me, but it was awkward, in the obligatory way Diana touched me. It seemed my very existence was a torment, which is why I kept my distance from both of them. I didn’t want to be like my father, an inconvenient and insistent man. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, sweetheart,” I lied, smiling broadly.

She kept making the suspicious face.

“I’m going to sleep, I’m tired. Good night, Dad.”

“Good night, daughter.” I gave her a kiss on the cheek and then Aisha entered her room without hesitation, fleeing my presence. We were strangers. Every time I tried to learn more about my own daughter, I was thrown against a wall and rebuffed.

It wasn’t her fault. After Bianca died, I was negligent and didn’t follow her growth as I should have. She became a difficult teenager, full of personality, opinions, and rebellion. A phase that led to horrible arguments, and to stop fighting, I chose silence, meekness, and passivity. I left her alone.

Maybe I understood Aisha as little as I understood Diana. It was shit. I didn’t know how to fix it. I thought my role was simply not to disrupt their existence. Let them do their things and live their lives comfortably, with the privileges provided by the Teixeira money. They would have everything they wanted until the end.

I needed to be strong and offer that to them, it was the least I could do.
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Raquel Vasconcelos

Speaking Seriously

THE CITY ENTRANCE HAD a big rock that people said looked like a ring. At that moment, I was looking at the sculpture and considering it resembled something else, which made me analyze it, arms crossed, one hand supporting my chin, thoughtful. The monument was considered a tourist attraction in Paradise, but I had no idea why. It was just a rock and a grassy patch that, thankfully, was trimmed and well-kept, a sign the mayor had paid attention to it.

“So?” Ana asked, dissatisfied at sinking her heels into the grass.

The two of us weren’t dressed appropriately for the occasion. Too formal. I was already starting to realize the clothes I’d bought for the campaign might not work. This town was too sleepy, and I didn’t want to come off as a snob.

“I don’t know... I think it’s missing something.”

“I think it’s missing everything,” my advisor added, positioning herself beside me to stare at the sculpture.

“This town deserves more than a rock that looks like an asshole with hemorrhoids,” I blurted, unfiltered, and Ana let out a laugh so loud she had to bend over, clutching her stomach.

“Oh, Raquel... You’re unbelievable.”

“But it’s true, isn’t it?” I pointed ahead. “It’s all deteriorated in the middle, it does look like an asshole with hemorrhoids. Imagine the shame of coming here to take a picture with this. For God’s sake, it’s the city entrance!”

“That rock has been here since the town was founded. People like it. I don’t think it would be a good idea to say you’re going to remove it or replace it with something else.”

“But we could fix it up, at least get rid of the hemorrhoids and make it look more like a ring.” I gestured in a circle. “And there’s nothing around here, you’re right, it’s missing everything. Imagine a really nice, flower-filled plaza, with benches, leisure options, a playground... Some little stalls with souvenirs, encouraging commerce. Then it would be a tourist attraction.”

“The plaza idea is great, we can use that!”

I reflected for a few moments, then hummed softly:

“I slept in the squaaaare, thinking of herrrrr... Officer, be my friend, hit me, arrest me...” I turned back to Ana, who was already so used to me bursting into song out of nowhere that she barely noticed when I did it. “Girl, speaking of officers, what’s the deal with that detective? I visited the station the day before yesterday and, let me tell you, I was sweating and this big, rough man was talking and I was nervous because I was just thinking stupid things. I almost begged him to lock me in a cell.” I let out a laugh, which Ana fervently joined. “Paradise is better stocked than I imagined, you know?”

“He is a hottie. But focus on the campaign, Raquel, all the possible suitors have some connection to the Teixeiras.”

“Oh, really? What does the detective have to do with Anthony?”

“They’ve been best friends since childhood, don’t you remember?”

“Oh... No.” I blinked, trying to access my version from years ago, but I’d tried so hard to forget it that, honestly, I didn’t remember many details. “Damn. First the delicious Theo, now Detective Moura. Who can I hook up with in this town?”

Ana knew I already had my eye on some possibilities. As mayor, it was better to choose a native or someone from the region to be the first gentleman. My goal was to get married, build a family, and be happy in the lands where I was born. I wanted and needed the calm of Paradise.

“Hmm, on second thought, maybe you should meet the Nunes brothers.” Ana made a mischievous expression. She was an interesting woman, Black, with her curly hair loose and voluminous, a beauty. “They’re single, from an influential family, and both are hot.”

“Ah...” I took my little notebook out of my bag to jot down some important notes: Fix the hemorrhoids. Meet the Nunes. Hope they’re actually hot.

“Shall we? Today we have lunch with the church community. Faith is taken very seriously here, most are Catholic.” Ana walked toward the car, where a bodyguard waited for us. I thought it best to have one too, after all, I’d need protection. If Anthony had one, why shouldn’t I?

“Why not me? Aaahh, why not me?” I hummed as I put the notebook back in my bag.

“And speaking of which, the priest is a hottie, but please, don’t embarrass yourself.”

I stared at Ana, a few meters ahead.

“My God, Ana, do you really think I’d flirt with a priest?”

“I’m just warning you.” Ana shrugged. “He really is gorgeous and I know you, sometimes you say things without thinking.” She laughed. “Control yourself.”

I raised my hands in surrender.

“I can control myself, okay? I’m not some desperate woman.” She looked at me with irony, a sly, sideways smile. “Alright, I might be climbing the walls a little, but don’t judge me, it’s been a while since the last imbecile.”

She laughed and waited for me to get in the vehicle first. As soon as I settled in, my phone rang and the screen showed an unknown number. I thought about not answering, but curiosity got the better of me. Something told me it wasn’t another telecom company calling to be a pain.

“Hello?”

“Raquel Vasconcelos?” A deep voice resonated, and I paid attention.

“Speaking. Who is this?”

“It’s Theo.” I broke into a huge smile and started bouncing in my seat, doing a little dance that Ana found strange, so she gestured asking who it was and I raised a hand promising I’d tell her everything later. “Sorry to call your personal number, but I needed a contact without the noise of advisors and other bureaucracy.”

I had so many questions. How did he get my number? Why was he calling me? What did he want with me? If it was something formal, why didn’t he use a secretary’s services? Did he want me? Was he calling to set up a date? Should I accept? If Ana found out, she’d be pissed; she was clear that I shouldn’t mess around with Anthony Teixeira’s bodyguard, not even for a casual night.

“No problem,” I kept my tone formal and avoided saying his name so I wouldn’t have to explain to Ana later. I felt like a teenager, heart racing, body buzzing. I thought secrecy made it hotter, for sure. However, I’d suffered from that in life and it had ended badly, so suddenly I felt apprehensive and stopped dancing. “Go ahead, I’m all ears.”

“Anthony wants a meeting with you, to make up for what happened that day.” My body, warmed by the arousal his voice caused, was suddenly taken over by a strange chill. “But without formalities, a meeting in a neutral place and without fanfare. He doesn’t want to involve the families or cause a stir in the papers.”

I let out a sigh. Ana was still watching me, attentive. The bodyguard had taken the wheel and started driving, probably toward the church.

“Alright. Where and when would it be?”

“Is tomorrow okay?”

“Hmm... Let me check my schedule.” I covered the phone with one hand and moved it away, turning to my advisor: “Do I have any commitments tomorrow, Ana?”

“A business dinner in the capital. That’s it.” She already had my schedule memorized, didn’t need to check anywhere.

“I’m free in the morning or afternoon,” I said to Theo, putting the phone back to my ear.

“Great. Since it wouldn’t be appropriate to be seen together in town, and since neither of you probably wants to frequent the other’s house, could it be at my residence, in the morning? It’s the closest and safest location for both.”

“At... your house?” I laughed to myself, thinking that was awesome. It was weird as hell too. It seemed like it would all be secret, like we were still teenagers. I was curious to know what Anthony would say.

“Yes, at my house, if that’s not a problem.”

“No, it’s fine. What time?”

“Is nine o’clock okay?”

“Great. Please text me the address.”

“Yes, I will. Thank you for your understanding, miss.” And I felt all silly with him addressing me so formally, all polite, the cutest thing. His voice was insane.

“Don’t mention it. See you tomorrow.”

“I... wanted to ask you to keep this meeting a secret. It’s important. We don’t want any trouble between the Vasconcelos and the Teixeiras.”

“No problem, you can count on me.”

“Thank you. Good morning, Miss Raquel, see you tomorrow.”

“Good morning... See you tomorrow.” I almost said his name by accident, but held back at the last second. We hung up and I turned to Ana. She was still making a curious face. “It was nothing, just an old friend wanting to chat.”

Of course the advisor was suspicious. I hadn’t left many friendships behind, and all the ones I had, Ana knew. I wondered if I shouldn’t have given a better excuse, but it was too late. I had a secret meeting with Anthony Teixeira. Again, I felt the same reactions as before, when I found out about the first scheduled meeting. Dizziness, heart pounding, the urge to scream. Unease.

Yes, I was quite uneasy. The next day I knew I’d continue that way, maybe even worse. But I needed to face the man. And it seemed he’d gained the courage and boldness for us to have a real conversation.

[image: ]

I IMAGINED THEO’S HOUSE would be humble and didn’t want to feel out of place. I chose a nice blue blouse, black jeans, and flats. My makeup was light and I went easy on the accessories. My look was very casual, nothing over the top, but I made sure to leave my black hair down and to the side, so I felt charming, sensual in just the right measure.

I was going to meet two handsome men, after all, I didn’t want to feel like the ugly one. I drove to a house two blocks from the lake, in an area that surprised me with its large residences. And Theo’s was one of them. It wasn’t a luxurious mansion, but it was a beautiful building and I whistled as I parked in front.

I rang the bell feeling my heart in my throat. I didn’t know what to expect from this meeting. Not wanting to be seen, I looked both ways down the street and prayed to be let in quickly, because a vehicle was approaching and there were people walking a few meters ahead, maybe heading to work. The door opened and I was automatically enchanted by Theo’s smile.

He was wearing a black suit, like the other time, which made me question if I’d made the wrong choice. Anyway, there was no turning back; the man opened the aluminum gate and I went in before anyone outside saw me at the mayor’s bodyguard’s house. I only breathed out when Theo locked the gate.

“Welcome, miss. Thank you for coming, it’s an honor to have you in my home.” The man turned and smiled again in that way that made my legs weak. “The mayor is already waiting for you.”

“You don’t have to call me miss, Theo,” I said, as he led the way through a beautiful garden and I followed with some embarrassment. Knowing the mayor was already present worsened my unease. I was so nervous my hands were sweating, but I tried to hide it. “Although I kind of like it. I think it’s cute. But you can just call me Raquel, no formalities.”

“As you wish.” He turned to smile briefly, then continued the path. We entered a truly large, well-decorated house.

I felt bad for assuming Theo lived in a more modest place, but I was also happy he seemed to have a good standard of living. We went up a charming staircase and walked down a hallway that led to a veranda overlooking the forest. It was a large, cozy area, with a long, beautifully set table with a full breakfast spread. I was stunned; I hadn’t expected to be received like this. However, everything seemed to vanish when I saw Anthony sitting at the table, distractedly staring at the forest.

His gaze rested on mine and I lost the ability to breathe.

It was like that, like seeing the ocean... The first time my eyes met his gaze.

It seemed that this was our reunion. What we had before was just a disaster, something poorly planned and executed. I did my best not to tear up. I’d be an idiot if I cried. Anthony looked serious, maybe a bit downcast. I didn’t see the same sparkle in his eyes as at the city hall, which helped me focus on something other than what he had once meant to me.

He stood up and offered me a hand in a formal greeting. I was relieved to see him wearing a white shirt, jeans, and sneakers, very casual, setting aside his role as the most influential man in the region. We joined hands in silence. I didn’t know what to say; there were millions of unspoken words swirling in my mind. The mayor also seemed to have no idea how to act.

“Sit down, Raquel, make yourself comfortable,” Theo intervened, pointing to a chair on the other side of the table. I sat promptly, facing Anthony, who sat back down. “I prepared a few things for you to eat while you talk.” The host gestured to the food arranged on the table. Breads, fruits, cheeses, sweets, a beautiful spread.

“A few things? This is a banquet, Theo!” I exclaimed, laughing, and looked at him still standing, seeming worried about us. “Thank you. That’s very thoughtful of you.”

“Make yourselves at home. If you need anything, I’ll be nearby.” The man smiled and took a step back, but Anthony cleared his throat, calling our attention.

“Wait,” he requested, serious. Then he looked at me. “Can Theo sit in on the... meeting? He has my utmost trust.”

“I don’t have a problem with that,” I affirmed.

“Sit down, Theo, eat with us,” Anthony requested, and only after the man took another chair did I think about the situation as a whole. Two huge men ready to defend the Teixeiras.

Maybe I’d walked into a trap or something of the sort. I grew apprehensive. I didn’t want to be discredited by those two. I looked at Theo and he was smiling, so I tried to calm down. He didn’t seem the insensitive type. At least I thought not, since I didn’t really know him. A bit embarrassed, I picked up the thermos with what I assumed was coffee and poured a cup as if I were already at ease. It was better to pretend it was normal.

Seeing me move, they also began to serve themselves. I didn’t know who would broach the subject, I was only aware it wouldn’t be me. Honestly, my unease was so great I could have sat there all morning just drinking coffee, eating treats, and talking about the weather, nothing important or complicated.

“You were very brave to run for office,” Anthony began minutes later, after nibbling some pre-cut fruit. “I heard you returned to town recently. That you settled in one of the Vasconcelos residences, in the forest.”

I nodded. I wanted a secluded house. That one, in particular, held affectionate memories because we used it for vacations and rest. My parents still lived on the same farm, located on the outskirts of town, but I never wanted to live with them again. I occupied that house and they didn’t object, although they judged me for being alone and literally in the middle of the woods. However, Paradise was a safe town and no one was crazy enough to mess with me or any Vasconcelos.

“Yes, it’s true,” I murmured, staring into my cup. It was very hard to look at Anthony. I didn’t know how I’d managed it the first time. That burst of courage and anger had helped, but there was none of that left in me now. “I like that place.”

“Hmm...” Anthony considered for a moment before asking, “Why the mayor’s office in Paradise? I mean, I heard you studied Political Science and you’re quite active in the capital, but I never imagined you’d come back one day.”

I looked at Anthony. When I dove deep into those eyes... I owned the blue sea, all the blue of the sea...

Damn it. Goddamn it. I was floundering so hard inside. He shouldn’t mess with me like that, shouldn’t still have the same power he had so many years ago. People say you never forget your first love, and I had to agree with them. The man in front of me was someone else. I couldn’t keep deluding myself. Twenty years, or more, separated this moment from the last time we kissed and I was in his arms.

Why the hell did it feel like it was yesterday?

“I decided to settle here, where I was born,” I replied, offering no further explanation. Anthony didn’t need to know everything about me. We weren’t going to be friends. This was a professional conversation, so I tried to focus on that. “Sorry if this sounds blunt, but I’d prefer we get straight to the point. To the reason for this meeting.”

I turned my face toward Theo, who was watching us almost without blinking. Anthony fell silent. I looked at him again, curious. His face was turned away and seemed distant. I waited for him to say something, but nothing came. His cheeks began to flush. The hand resting on the table clenched, as if in anger, but the mayor remained silent and unable to look at me.

“Sorry to intrude, Raquel,” Theo said carefully, stepping forward. “But is there something from the past you want to say? I think now is the moment.”

“And why are you the one asking me that?”

We both glanced briefly at Anthony. He was going to have a fit soon, for sure. I didn’t know what he was holding inside, but it didn’t seem good or healthy, which made me pull back a little. Or feel less defensive.

“I have nothing to say about the past,” I added. “I thought the conversation was about the future. The campaign, the election, that sort of thing.”

“My father wants to attack you,” Anthony finally seemed to react and looked at me again. His eyes were still dull, opaque, serious, and strange. “I don’t want to do that, but your reputation is in danger because he has the power and influence to do as he pleases. I will have nothing to do with any attack; I would never sink that low.”

I gasped, disbelieving.

“If I’m attacked, I will attack back.”

His eyes shifted to anger.

“I’m telling you I will have nothing to do with it.”

“But that’s not possible. Don’t you control your own campaign? Did you call me here to tell me you’re just your father’s puppet?”

“I heard Mr. Vasconcelos is leading your campaign, forging political ties with local businessmen and downplaying the fact that you’re a woman in politics. He’s promised the world to a lot of influential people to gather support. If he decides to attack me, do you think you’ll have any choice? Because I don’t think you will.”

“I’m in charge of my own campaign!” I grumbled, even though I knew, on some level, Anthony was right. Sometimes I felt used. My name was in play, on the table like a chess piece.

“What did you come here to do, Raquel? What are your intentions, really?”

“That’s none of your business, Anthony. You want to know about my life, is that it?”

“After ruining mine, I’m curious to see how you plan to repeat the feat.”

“Ruining your life?” I shouted, and only didn’t slam my hands on the table out of respect for Theo. I was so angry I could barely see the man in front of me. “You think I’m here for that? To ruin your life?” I let out a laugh. “You must think pretty highly of yourself, I swear. Did being hot and handsome ruin your perspective?”

The moment the words were out, I wanted to die and swallow them back. Ana was right. I said a lot of inappropriate things when I was startled. The mayor’s eyes widened in my direction, as if he couldn’t believe any of it. Neither could I.
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