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Priscilla Monteiro

Six Years Earlier

THAT CITY HAD SWALLOWED me whole, bit by bit.

First came the hunger, then the loneliness, and finally, the frustration that clung to my skin like the damp of a stormy afternoon. Milan was beautiful in postcard photos, in the windows of luxury boutiques, on the clean sidewalks of Via Monte Napoleone. In practice, however, it was made of closed doors, of gazes that passed right through me as if I were invisible, of “no” after “no” at every audition I went to.

I’d arrived thinking courage and a pretty face were enough to get somewhere in the world of fashion. What I found were girls with impossible measurements, influential surnames, fluency in five languages, and connections I could never hope to have. Within a few months, what began as a dream turned into a daily battle to pay the rent and not go back to Brazil with my pride even more bruised.

It was in that phase... that moment of utter exhaustion and frayed self-esteem... that I met Matteo Ferraro.

He came into my life like everything I should have avoided. A man too handsome, too rich, and too far out of reach. We met at a party I’d been invited to by an agency colleague who wanted to introduce me to “important people.” He was exactly that: important, imposing, and above all, untouchable...

The way Matteo looked at me that night made my body react before my reason could protest. It was the kind of look that warms the blood, that makes your breath catch and the world around you vanish for a few minutes... before I knew it, I was in his arms, committing the most clichéd, predictable mistake of a lonely girl in a foreign country: giving myself to a man who would never offer me more than a single night.

The problem is, life likes to slam consequences in your face without asking permission.

Right then, I was sitting on the icy floor of my rented apartment’s tiny bathroom, a pregnancy test in my hands and my heart beating out of rhythm, as if it wanted to leap from my chest and flee far, far away from that reality.

Two lines. Too clear to refute.

My stomach churned as if trying to expel everything inside me, but it was too late to turn back. For one second, I considered crying. For two, I considered laughing hysterically. For three, I could only stare at the phone in my hands, his name etched there like a danger warning.

Matteo...

I took a deep breath, my fingers trembling as I pressed the call button. Each ring seemed to last an eternity until his voice filled the line with the same chill I should have expected.

“Priscilla?”

I swallowed hard, feeling the words stick.

“Matteo... I... I need to talk to you. It’s important.”

For a moment, I imagined he would listen. That the voice of the man who had stolen my breath that night might somehow be capable of showing any emotion other than the indifference he always carried.

What followed, however, was like a sharp blow to the chest.

“Look... whatever it is, it doesn’t change anything. We had a moment. That’s all it was. Don’t complicate things. You’re not part of my life, and you never will be. Understood?”

My world stopped. The tears came before I could stop them, but I held back the sob with clenched teeth and a throbbing throat.

Before I could say anything... the call dropped.

He had hung up. Just like that.

I stared at the phone screen for several seconds, as if somehow he might change his mind and call back. As if it were all some cruel joke... but it wasn’t.

In that moment, with the muffled sound of the city drifting through the window, with the bitter taste of disappointment rising in my throat, I knew with painful clarity what fate had just handed me: a child by a man who had discarded me as if I had never meant a single damn thing. And more than that... I knew that from here on out... I was going to have to be strong. Strong for me... and most of all... for him.
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Priscilla Monteiro

TIME HADN’T EXACTLY been generous with me, but it had taught me to be strong. Six years after that cold phone call and that morning that changed my life forever, I was still here. Whole, even with the cracks I carried inside.

I let my hair down that morning, even though I knew Belo Horizonte’s heat would make me sweat before I even left the house. I grabbed Luca’s backpack and straightened the papers for the meeting I had later.

Mornings were always a marathon. Making coffee, checking the lunchbox, making sure he’d put the right notebook in his bag, trying to convince him that flip-flops were not appropriate school footwear... all amid a controlled chaos I’d learned to manage with a certain mastery.

“Mommy, can I take my dinosaur?” His voice cut through the air from the living room, with that urgent tone only a five-year-old could muster for a toy.

I sighed, leaning my forehead against the wall for a second, as if the gesture could grant me a little more patience.

“Luca... only the small one. The big one stays here, deal?”

I heard a grumble, followed by the sound of hurried little feet running to his room. I went back to the kitchen, checked my phone, replied to the last message from the agency, and finished my coffee in a rush.

I worked for a digital marketing firm that served big international brands. It wasn’t a dream job, but it paid the bills and gave me the basic stability I needed to raise my son.

What I didn’t know... what I had no idea... was that on that day, my past was going to come knocking with the force of a hurricane.

[image: ]

THE MEETING ROOM WAS freezing, with that overzealous air conditioning that seemed designed to freeze anyone’s creativity. I adjusted myself in my chair, trying to look more confident than I felt.

The account manager hurried in, carrying a black folder and wearing the typical expression of someone about to deliver bad news with a smile on their face.

“Everyone, last-minute change. The client has confirmed the meeting will be in person.”

A murmur rippled through my colleagues. Most seemed excited at the prospect of meeting this “international client,” but I, for some reason I couldn’t explain, felt my stomach twist.

“They’re expanding the brand in Latin America and want to meet the team responsible for the account here in Brazil,” the manager continued. “The CEO of Ferraro Uomo will be present.”

The name rang out like a warning shot in my mind.

Ferraro...

For an instant, my brain froze, as if all my nerve connections had been severed at once.

It couldn’t be. No... it couldn’t.

But it was.

Matteo Ferraro.

The same man who had answered my call with contempt. Who called me a fling. Who never replied to the messages that followed. The same one who never knew he had a son.

My fingers trembled on the table. My breathing grew shallow and I needed a few seconds to disguise my reaction. I picked up a pen and started scribbling in the corner of my notebook, as if that could calm my racing heart.

The world had come full circle... and in that moment, it was coming right for me.

I thought about making an excuse, saying I was sick, that I had an urgent problem to deal with... but the truth was, after everything I’d faced these past years, running away didn’t suit me anymore.

I was going to face him.

I was going to look into the eyes of the man who broke me... and make sure he never suspected how much it still hurt to remember.

If he came to me... he would find a woman different from the one he’d discarded, and above all... I would protect Luca. At any cost.

The meeting room seemed to shrink as the clock ticked on. The air conditioning kept blasting away, as if trying to freeze any last shred of calm inside me. I fidgeted with my notepad just to give my hands something to do, while inside, my stomach churned in waves that came and went without warning. The voices around me seemed distant, like a constant buzz I tried to ignore. I could only think of one thing: the moment he would walk through that door... and then, it happened.

The sound of conversation died as if someone had turned down the volume on the world. The click of the doorknob turning, the subtle creak of the door opening, and he walked in.

Matteo Ferraro.

The impact was as physical as it was emotional. It was like the air had been punched from my lungs by an invisible fist. He was there, exactly as my cruelest memory had preserved him: impeccable, imposing, with that calm stride of someone who dominates any room he enters. The custom dark gray suit fell like a second skin, and his eyes... ah, those damn eyes. Green, as I remembered, cold as freshly broken ice, with that metallic glint that always seemed to carry a silent judgment.

He walked in beside two other executives, exchanging a few words in Italian with one of the assistants, as if the language were a safe refuge in this Brazilian setting. There was something in the way he spoke... a mix of natural arrogance with a slight hesitation in the Portuguese words that came out heavily accented. A slip here, another there... mixing up verb conjugations, swapping feminine for masculine now and then. But even when he made a mistake, Matteo did it with a confidence that bordered on cynicism.

My heart was pounding so loud I could barely hear what the account manager was saying. I knew he had seen me. For an instant, our eyes met. A quick, technical glance, as if I were just another employee in the room. Nothing in his face indicated recognition. Nothing! No subtle shift in expression, no arched eyebrow, no tensed facial muscle. It was as if I were invisible.

But I knew. God, how I knew.

He recognized me. Maybe not with his eyes... but with his body. Because when our gazes touched, I saw the way he breathed a little deeper. The way his eyes lingered for half a second longer before sliding to the next face in the room. Details, imperceptible to others... but screaming to me.

Matteo sat at the head of the table, exactly as made sense for someone like him: in command, even when he wasn’t the host. He placed his expensive watch on the table as if the gesture were casual, but everything about him was calculated. He adjusted his shirt cuffs, checked his phone with a swipe of his finger, and then crossed his legs with a slow, almost lazy movement, as if he had all the time in the world and everyone there was merely at his disposal.

The account manager began presenting the slides. He talked about the expansion proposal, the digital media campaigns, the reach targets. A soup of words that seemed to echo from far away. I struggled to pay attention, jotting down random phrases just to pretend I was focused, but every cell in my body was too busy trying to handle his presence.

Occasionally, Matteo would ask short questions in Portuguese, with that accent that clipped the syllables, scraping the words as if the language were a minefield. When he got confused, an Italian word would slip out, followed by a crooked, almost mocking smile, as if apologizing were out of the question. The others laughed, charmed by the foreign allure, by the tone of the global businessman, but I... I could only remember the sound of his voice on the phone, six years ago, discarding me as if I were a wrong turn.

As the projector clicked through graphs and statistics, my mind spun at an insane speed. On the outside, I was the contained professional, the woman taking notes, crossing her legs elegantly, keeping her spine straight. On the inside... I was chaos.

Still... I knew this was only the beginning.

Because if Matteo Ferraro was back in my life, even unknowingly... it was only a matter of time before the bomb I’d hidden so carefully would explode, and when it did... I had no idea how I would pick up the pieces.
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Matteo Ferraro

THE MOMENT I WALKED into the room, I knew.

Time may have passed, her features might have matured, her gaze weighed down by weariness and something I couldn’t name... but it was her. There was no room for doubt. The kind of woman who gives herself as easily as she says goodbye, but whose body, for some reason, your own remembers as if it had been carved into your nerve endings.

Priscilla...

I never knew her last name, and to me, that had always been an insignificant detail.

I didn’t allow myself a second of hesitation. The reaction was automatic, built over years of emotional self-defense, over an entire lifetime learning to disguise weakness with a simple arch of an eyebrow. The recognition was locked away somewhere between my stomach and my throat, sealed tight, where she would never have access. I kept my expression neutral, measured my breathing, and forced a look of disinterest, as if she were just another ordinary employee at just another agency in some random country.

But she wasn’t... perhaps that was the problem.

While the Brazilian executive presented his slides with the forced enthusiasm of someone trying to impress an international client, my eyes kept straying to her with a frequency that irritated me. Every time I tried to focus on market growth statistics or media strategies, I’d catch myself watching the way she held her pen, how she discreetly bit her lower lip when concentrating, how she ran her fingers through her hair in an almost involuntary gesture.

Ridiculous! I had more important things to think about. Deals to close. An expansion to manage. My family’s name to protect. And yet, there she was... like a crack in the well-reinforced concrete of my indifference.

Her Portuguese still carried a light, but perceptible, accent from Minas Gerais, and even without her opening her mouth to address me, I could hear the sound of her voice in my mind.

The anger came with the memory. Not of her... but of myself. For being stupid enough to get involved with her that night. For losing control to the point of answering her call days later, knowing exactly what she wanted to say... and still choosing to sever any tie before she could put down roots where she didn’t belong.

I was Matteo Ferraro, and my world had no room for distractions.

And yet, when she looked up at me, when her gaze stumbled into mine, I knew I wasn’t the only one remembering. She froze for a second. A fraction of time so small no one else in that room would ever notice. But me... I’ve always been good with details.

The meeting proceeded as it should. My interjections were precise, the words in Portuguese coming out with the accuracy of someone who masters the language, but with the inevitable slips that haste brings. Sometimes, words escaped in Italian, and I made no effort to correct them. If they wanted to work with me, they could get used to my linguistic imperfections.

When the account executive wrapped up the presentation with a false enthusiasm that almost made me pity him, I rose from my chair with the studied calm of someone who knows he commands the situation, even without raising his voice.

“I need a few minutes with the...” I paused dramatically, as if I actually needed to remember her name, when in fact it was etched in some inconvenient part of my memory. “Priscilla.”

The manager looked surprised but nodded immediately. Most of the other employees filed out of the room as if it were a veiled evacuation order.

Then it was just the two of us.

I closed the door behind me with a subtle click and turned to her, letting the silence do the work I wanted: to press down on her.

For a few seconds, I just watched her. Her body tense in the chair, fingers gripping the notepad, her breathing quickened but trying to hide it... pretending she was immune.

I approached slowly, with the calculated walk of someone in no hurry to wound, because he knows the blade of discomfort cuts better when dragged slowly.

“Interesting to find you here,” I remarked, my voice heavy with irony, the Portuguese words coming out a little slower than usual, with that grating of consonants I made no effort to soften. “The world is... how do you say... small, no?”

She didn’t answer immediately. She just tightened her grip on the pen between her fingers, as if it were an anchor that could keep her steady while the floor began to give way.

I moved closer, until I placed one hand on the table, leaning my body in, letting my presence fill the space between us.

“Relax, piccola... I’m not here to relive the past. I just thought... curious.”

I smiled a cynical, lopsided smile, with the bitter taste of someone playing a game he already knows he’s going to win.

Then... I left the room. Without looking back.

Because that’s what I did with old mistakes: I left them where they were... even when everything inside me said that story was far from over.

I left the room with deliberately slow steps, feeling the weight of the employees’ gazes as they circulated in the hallways. Some pretended not to look, others made no effort to hide their curiosity. Brazilians have this habit of wanting to decipher the expressions of those who don’t mind being an enigma.

I went to the makeshift waiting room for the Ferraro Uomo executives and ordered a coffee, more to fill the time than out of need. As I stirred the spoon in the dark liquid, I let my mind slip back to that night, six years ago, like opening a drawer that should have stayed locked.

She had arrived at that party with the displaced expression of someone who didn’t quite know what she was doing there. A pretty face, soft features, and a body with curves more generous than the average women I usually got involved with, but there was in her an easy surrender, a latent vulnerability that attracted me more than it should have. The kind of distraction I allowed myself only in moments of extreme boredom, and that night... I was bored.

I remember the way she looked at me, with that mix of poorly disguised desire and stupid admiration that any man with a shred of ego would know how to exploit. It wasn’t hard to steer the situation to the hotel room. It was even easier to forget her the next morning. She was just another one. Like so many before and so many after.

When she called days later, insisting on speaking to me, the danger alarm sounded immediately. Women like her tended to be like that: they’d cling to a fleeting moment as if it were the start of an epic romance. I was direct, as I always am. I said what needed to be said, cut off any attempt at continuity, and ended the matter before she could put down roots where she didn’t belong.

And now she’s here...

Sitting on the other side of the conference table, with the same look that mixed wounded pride and something deeper I preferred not to decipher.

My first impulse was simple, direct, efficient like any good damage control plan: if she’s a problem, I solve it. If she causes discomfort, I change the agency. Simple as that.

It wouldn’t be the first time I’d dismissed a team for reasons that would never appear in the official reports.

I didn’t have time for distractions. Nor the disposition to deal with unresolved dramas. If she still nurtured any kind of illusion about me, she’d learn in the quickest, most painful way that it wasn’t on my list of priorities.

Whether out of ego, pride, or mere self-preservation... that woman remained exactly what she had always been to me: a torn-out page from a chapter I never had the slightest intention of rereading.

The only question that remained, as I took the last sip of coffee and straightened my tie before heading back to the hotel, was how long she could keep pretending she didn’t remember either, and when her mask would fall... I’d be ready.

Because in the end... I always am.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 3

[image: ]




Priscilla Monteiro

THE SOUND OF THE DOOR closing was almost as sharp as his words. I stood there, alone in the meeting room, the woody scent of his cologne still hanging in the air like a cruel reminder of everything I wanted to forget.

My hands were shaking. On the outside, I maintained the composure of a controlled professional, the discreet employee, the woman who knew her place within that agency... but inside, chaos was spreading like a wildfire.

I took a deep breath, trying to impose some order on my thoughts, but images from the conversation looped in my head. The tone of his voice... that raspy Portuguese, syllables clipped with impatience... the way he called me “piccola,” like it was some tasteless inside joke... it all made me feel like the years I’d spent trying to rebuild my life had been swept under a thin, fragile rug.

I swallowed the sob threatening to rise and forced myself to stand. Every movement seemed harder than the last, as if the air in the room had grown too thick for my lungs. I gathered my notes with trembling hands, closed the briefing book, and did my best to keep my spine straight as I walked out the door, ignoring the curious glances from a few colleagues who seemed to have noticed the tension in the air.

I crossed the hallway like someone crossing a minefield. Every step was a silent explosion inside me.

As soon as I entered the bathroom, I locked myself in the first available stall, collapsed onto the closed toilet lid, and only then allowed my body to tremble. I didn’t cry. I’d spent all my tears on him years ago. But I shook. I shook with anger, with fear, with shame, with a wounded pride I thought I’d buried along with the memory of him.

How could Matteo have that look? That calm of someone who’d never felt guilt for anything? How could he act as if I were just a random page in some book?

I closed my eyes and the memory came with a clarity that choked me. The way he ignored me after the call, how he never even considered looking for me, how he treated me like I was disposable. And... there... in the same room as me... pretending I was just another face.

The urge to drop everything, quit, and disappear again was almost physical. But this time... I couldn’t. Not with a small child depending on me. Not with bills piling up in the kitchen drawer. Not after everything I’d fought to build, however little it was.

The metallic taste in my throat wouldn’t go away. No matter how deeply I tried to breathe, the air seemed to get stuck halfway, as if my lungs had forgotten how to work. I closed my eyes, letting my forehead rest against the stall door, as if that cold contact would be enough to bring me back under control. But the truth was, there was no control. Not when it came to him.

No matter how many times I told myself he was just a man... just another client... just another job... none of it made sense when unwanted memories invaded like blades. The way he touched me that night, the heat of his hands against my skin, the whispers loaded with desire and indifference at the same time, as if I were just a convenient distraction... it all came back with a clarity that made me hate even more the fact that I was trembling right then.

I lifted my face, pulled the toilet paper, and roughly wiped the tears that insisted on escaping from the corners of my eyes, no matter how hard I tried to stop them.

My reflection in the bathroom mirror was a perfect portrait of the turmoil consuming me: eyes brimming, face pale, lips colorless.

I opened my purse, grabbed my compact powder, and forced a nearly mechanical smile, as if that were enough to camouflage the emotional disaster I was inside.

When I left the stall, I ran into Marina, one of the media analysts who shared the cubicle next to mine. She had her phone in her hand, probably reading some message from the agency’s WhatsApp group, but as soon as she saw me, her gaze narrowed with concern.

“Priscilla?” She frowned, slipping her phone into her pocket. “Are you okay? You look pale.”

I took a deep breath, smoothing my hair with my fingers, forcing a casualness that was miles from real.

“Just a nasty headache. That migraine that always hits me at the worst times, you know?”

Marina looked at me like someone who didn’t believe it one hundred percent, but decided not to push it.

“I saw...” She lowered her voice a little, looking around to make sure we were alone. “I saw the way the new client looked at you... and the way you looked back.”

My stomach turned.

“What client?” The question came out in a high-pitched, overly defensive tone that couldn’t pass for casual.

She arched an eyebrow, crossing her arms with a mischievous smile, the kind of expression of someone who loved a good piece of gossip.

“The Italian. Matteo Ferraro. The whole room noticed the vibe... I thought you two already knew each other. He asked to speak with you privately, didn’t he?”

I swallowed dryly, feeling my stomach drop. I thought fast.

“No! Of course not. I mean, yes, he asked to talk, but it’s only because I’m more up to speed on this project than the rest of the team.” The smile I forced seemed painful even on my own lips. “It’s pressure, Marina. That’s all.”

She stared at me for a moment that felt too long, as if analyzing every inch of my face for something that would give away more than I wanted. Then she sighed, shrugged, and relaxed her posture.

“Alright... if you want to talk later, you know where to find me.”

She made a playful gesture with her fingers, almost like saying “I’m watching,” and left, leaving me alone in the room.

I took a deep breath, trying to control the tremor in my hands. The weight of the lie trickled inside me like acid, burning everything it touched. For years I’d carried that truth with me, and in that moment it felt more suffocating than ever.

I stood there for a few more seconds, feeling the weight of the lie that had dripped from my mouth like acid. The truth was a burden I’d carried for years, and at that moment, it felt heavier than ever.

I remembered Luca. His laughter that morning, as he tried to choose which dinosaur to take to school. I remembered the way he hugged me before leaving, telling me he loved me in that childish voice, not knowing that, across town, the man responsible for his existence was sitting just a few meters away from me... and that I was fighting with all my strength to keep them apart.

I faced my reflection one last time, adjusted my blouse with a quick tug, and walked out of the bathroom with my head held high.

I had to be strong. I had to be rational and, above all, remember that I was the only thing standing between my son and a man who, if he ever learned the truth... could turn our world upside down, and that... I would never allow.
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Matteo Ferraro

THE HOTEL ROOM WAS spacious, lit by a wall of glass that exposed the city view like a constantly shifting urban painting. Belo Horizonte didn’t have the old-world charm of Milan, nor the silent grandeur of Rome, but it served its purpose: business.

The first thing I did upon arrival was loosen my tie and toss it onto the armchair, with no intention of folding it or putting it away as I should have. I undid my shirt buttons with the automatic haste of someone who repeated that gesture every day and went straight to the bathroom.

The hot water fell on my body like a temporary anesthetic, easing the tension in my muscles, but not in my mind. The routine was always the same: meetings, numbers, targets, decisions. A cycle of productivity that kept me exactly where I wanted to be... far from any emotional distraction.

As I soaped my arms, I let my memory drift lazily over the day’s events. The agency’s presentation had been satisfactory, though the exaggerated enthusiasm of the Brazilians caused me mild irritation. I’d always found it curious how they turned any simple meeting into a spectacle of artificial excitement. Still, despite the forced smiles, the results they’d presented were good enough to maintain the partnership for now.

As for Priscilla... well, she wasn’t a problem. Not yet, at least. If her presence started to bother me, or if she displayed any behavior outside professional lines, I’d resolve it in the simplest way: I’d change agencies. The market was full of companies wanting contracts with Ferraro Uomo. One phone call and it would all be settled.

I turned off the tap, grabbing the towel with methodical movements. I dried myself with the same precision I used to review contracts. I pulled on a pair of dark sweatpants and a cotton t-shirt before picking up my phone charging on the nightstand.

There were three unread messages from Enzo, two from Bianca, and a missed call from my father.

I sighed seeing Alessandro Ferraro’s name on the screen. I knew exactly the tone of the conversation before I even answered. I hit the call-back button and brought the phone to my ear, leaning back against the headboard while leaving the television on just for background noise.

“Finally decided to show you’re alive,” was the first thing I heard. His voice, loaded with that brusque tone that had followed me since childhood.

“Good evening to you too, Papà,” I replied with contained irony, running my fingers through my still-damp hair. “I was in a meeting.”

“Is everything proceeding as planned?” he asked, getting straight to the point as he always did. “We can’t afford to waste time or resources.”

“The expansion is under control. The local agency posted good numbers. Brand engagement in Latin America is above projections. We’ll increase our digital presence over the next three months and launch the campaign in Brazil’s major capitals.”

A brief silence came from the other end of the line, as if he were processing each word through that filter of natural distrust he always carried.

“I hope you’re right. You know what’s at stake. I don’t need to remind you of the importance of maintaining our market leadership.”

“No, Papà. You don’t,” my voice came out lower, but firm. There was no room for mistakes. Not now, not ever.

“And what about Milan? Are you keeping up with the reports from there?”

“Every day. I’ve already given Enzo instructions for the autumn-winter collection, and Bianca is handling the press side.”

“Good.” The silence stretched out again before he ended the conversation with the customary disdain of a man who’d never been one for affectionate farewells. “Stay focused, Matteo. Don’t tolerate errors.”

The line went dead before I could respond.

I let out a slow sigh, dropping the phone onto the nightstand, staring at the ceiling as my mind already shifted to the quarterly figures, the meetings scheduled for the coming days, and the tight calendar of appointments.

As for her...

Priscilla was just a peripheral detail. A shadow I could ignore as easily as I ignored any other inconvenience that crossed my path... and so it would be.

End of story.

After hanging up, I remained for a few seconds looking at the ceiling, feeling that familiar mix of relief and irritation. My father was predictable in his way of demanding results, always with that tone of implicit disappointment, as if even my victories were merely the minimum acceptable for carrying the Ferraro name. However, I’d learned long ago that expecting recognition from him was as useless as expecting human warmth on a winter night in Milan.

I got up from the bed, slipped on my slippers, and went to the counter where the hotel had left some drink options. I chose a bottle of sparkling water, poured it into a short glass, and faced my own reflection in the mirror above the minibar. The face staring back at me was that of a man accustomed to quick decisions and inevitable consequences. Subtle but present dark circles. Features hardened by the years. No softness.

I picked up the laptop, opened the reports from headquarters, and scanned the latest performance updates from the branches in London and New York. I answered a few emails, reviewed contracts, approved a budget for the autumn campaign in Europe. Time passed without my noticing, as it always did when I was immersed in the only thing that made sense to me: work.

My personal life, if you could call it that, was reduced to a practical, functional cycle. Brief affairs, with no names worth remembering. Occasional dinners with women who understood the rules of the game and didn’t demand more than I was willing to give: sex without commitment, conversations without depth, and a succession of disposable interactions that served only to keep the body occupied when the mind was already too tired of numbers.

Enzo used to joke that I was a robot disguised as a human. Bianca, when she wanted to provoke me, said I should seek therapy before I ended up dying alone. I didn’t care for either opinion. What they didn’t understand, what no one seemed to understand, was that I functioned better this way. Feelings were system failures, emotions created vulnerabilities, and I... was never a man to tolerate weakness.

I went back to the bathroom, brushed my teeth with methodical movements, checked my emails one last time on my phone, and set the alarm for six in the morning. A workout before breakfast, as I always did anywhere in the world. My body needed to be as efficient as my mind.

Before turning off the lights, my gaze fell on the tie still lying on the armchair. For a second, I thought about putting it away... but I gave up. I left it there, forgotten, like one more detail I’d sort out tomorrow.

When I finally lay down, with the room plunged into silence, only one shadow insisted on breaching the barrier I’d built around myself.

Her face... Priscilla.

I frowned, turned onto my side in bed, and squeezed my eyes shut tightly, as if that were enough to expel that troublesome memory from my head.

Tomorrow would be a new day: more meetings, decisions, numbers... and she... remained just an irrelevant detail.

​
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CHAPTER 5
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Priscilla Monteiro

“MOMMY... CAN I SLEEP with my big dinosaur tonight?” Luca’s sleepy voice reached me in the hallway, before I could even close the door quietly.

I smiled, even as the accumulated exhaustion weighed heavy on my shoulders.

“You can, sweetheart.” I dropped my purse and his backpack on the entryway table and went to his room. I found his small body already tucked under the covers, his eyes half-closed, but a lazy smile still lit up his face.

I knelt beside the bed, settling the dinosaur against his chest and running my fingers lightly through his dark, messy hair. The warmth of my son’s skin, the sound of his slow breathing, the scent of fresh baby soap... it all brought a momentary relief, an anchor against the whirlwind my day had been.

Yet, even in that intimate moment, with the child I loved more than anything in the world nestled so close, his image remained stuck in my head.

Matteo...

The cold stare, the arrogant posture, the voice dripping with disdain. As if our reunion had been as insignificant as a handshake in a random elevator.

I ran a hand over my face, trying to shoo the memory away like a bad dream, but it refused to leave.

I kissed Luca’s forehead harder than usual, as if that could shield me from everything that was to come.

“Goodnight, my little dinosaur.”

“Goodnight, Mommy...” He yawned, hugging the toy tighter before closing his eyes completely.

I stood up slowly, walking back to the living room with silent steps. The kitchen greeted me with the sad familiarity of small apartments. The sink held a pile of dishes, the fridge was nearly empty, and bills were stacked on top of the microwave. I put water on to boil and grabbed a tea bag, moving my hands on autopilot, as if each gesture was just part of a choreography rehearsed a thousand times.

When the hot liquid went down my throat, I tasted the bitterness of fear mixed with honey.

I knew the kind of man Matteo was. I knew that for him, everything was a matter of control, of territory, of possession. If he ever found out... if for some reason the veil of safety I’d built around Luca began to tear...
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