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ADELE WAS THE LOVE of my life... until she tried to kill me.

I opened my eyes slowly, my head feeling like it weighed a ton.

Everything around me seemed strange, out of focus, until the rhythmic beeping of the heart monitors started to make sense.

I blinked a few times, trying to clear the fog in my mind. When I managed to focus, I saw the wires attached to my chest. I took a deep breath, and a sharp pain cut through me like a blade. The impact was so strong I nearly passed out.

I shut my eyes, trying to regain control, and when I finally pulled myself together, I looked to the side. The IV dripped slowly, each drop marking time at a lethargic pace. And it was in that rhythm that my mind began to rewind, dragging me back a year.

I was finishing an exhausting video conference late that evening and decided to get myself a cup of coffee. I never left the executive floor for anything—everything came to me. But that night, no one showed up.

When I opened my office door, I was caught off guard by the absolute emptiness. I checked my phone and saw a message from my secretary:

“I didn’t want to interrupt your meeting. I had to pick up my son from daycare.”

I had completely lost track of time. The workday had ended two hours ago.

My mistake? Insisting on finding coffee.

I walked to the break room, and as I got closer, I heard a muffled sound that seemed like crying.

I stopped at the entrance and found a woman sitting at the table, her black hair spread over her folded arms, her body trembling with every sob.

I cleared my throat to announce myself. She flinched, jumping slightly in her chair. Then she lifted her head. And it hit me right in the chest.

I remembered her. Adele. The pretty dark-haired woman from the mailroom.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“Oh... it’s fine, sir... I didn’t know you were still here.” She sucked in a sharp breath, her chest heaving from the effort of crying.

For a few seconds, she just stared at me, like a cornered animal. There was something in her eyes, a mix of desperation and vulnerability that triggered a primitive instinct in me to protect her.

“No problem...” I said, stepping forward. “What happened? Can I help?”

She sniffled and looked away.

“Everything in my life goes wrong.” Her voice was a trembling thread of pain. “But never mind... You’re a busy man. You don’t have to worry about someone like me.”

Adele was right.

I didn’t.

But I cared anyway.

“But I do care.”

Three words.

Three goddamn words that changed everything.

She smiled through her tears, and in that moment, it was like something inside me cracked right down the middle. Looking back now, without the veil of passion, I realize just how much I fed her madness.

Adele was my first relationship after nearly two years alone. Finding my ex-fiancée in bed with my best friend had left an invisible scar that kept me from trusting women.

My father tried to warn me about the broken, helpless girl. I’ll never forget his few words.

“Son, all those gifts, all that attention—nobody guesses what another person is thinking the way this girl does with you. Be careful.”

But back then, I found it charming. She seemed to know exactly what I needed.

What to eat.

How to dress.

When I needed space, or when I needed her.

And me?

I felt special.

Like I’d finally found someone who could see my pain and accept me just as I was.

The truth that hit me, too late, was devastating: being cheated on had shattered my confidence. And Adele? Adele inflated my ego.

Lying there in that hospital bed, after a surgery that nearly took my life, I finally understood why I had pulled her into my world. I needed to feel necessary.

And I almost died because of it.
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CHAPTER 1
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Dr. Sofia Marins

I GREW UP WATCHING medical dramas, movies—anything that could show me what it was like to work in healthcare. But nothing, absolutely nothing, prepared me for being a single mom and a surgical resident.

I got dumped by the idiot who decided to vanish the second he found out I was pregnant. At the time, I was in my fourth year of med school, and for a split second, the idea of giving up my dream crossed my mind. If it weren’t for my parents—who took Maria Eduarda in as if she were their own—I never would’ve made it to these final months of residency.

One conversation with them and everything changed.

“Sofia, I didn’t raise you to quit your dreams at the first hurdle.” My father held my hands firmly, his eyes full of conviction. “Besides, you have us. You’ll never be alone.”

Tears streamed down my face. My mother, always so sweet, added, “Your father’s right, my love. This baby is a blessing. And she’ll be your greatest motivation to keep going.” All I could think about was the fear. The uncertainty.

“How am I supposed to do this, Mom? A baby needs care... needs attention... I was so stupid! How did I fall for this? How did I get pregnant?” My voice cracked, and before I could sink any deeper into guilt, my father cut in.

“My love, you’re the smartest person I know. I’m proud to be your father. Don’t blame yourself. Forget that asshole and move on with your life. Your mother and I will help with everything.” I sobbed desperately, until I felt my mother’s arms wrap around me.

We cried together, until I finally found the strength to promise, “I love you. I’ll be the best doctor in São Paulo. My baby will know how much she’s loved. I’ll never shed another tear over that man. He doesn’t deserve it.” My father nodded, proud.

“That’s right! You’re a Marins. And the Marins are strong. As for that ex of yours... I’ll make sure he never gets near either of you.” I gave a humorless smile.

“Don’t worry, Dad. He moved to France to live with his grandparents.”

“Perfect! The farther away, the better.” Five years passed.

Maria Eduarda grew up beautiful, smart, and talkative. A real chatterbox who loved telling stories from school... some made me laugh, others left me completely lost for words.

“Mommy, Lalá cried because her daddy left.” Ayla, her best friend, had already slept over at our place plenty of times.

“Really, sweetheart? When did that happen?”

“Yesterday. But I did what you do when I cry!” She puffed out her chest, proud, and I had to hold myself back from laughing at her little expression. “I hugged her and went ‘shh, shh, shh... I’m here, Lalá.’”

I swallowed hard. That was the sound I’d made to calm her down since she was a baby.

“That’s so lovely, my love. You have a huge heart.” She twisted her little mouth and looked up.

My heart froze.

I knew that look.

It was the look of someone about to ask me a tough question.

“Mommy... Lalá asked who my daddy is. I said it was Grandpa, but she said grandpas can’t be daddies. She’s silly, she doesn’t know anything!” Duda crossed her little arms, pouting.

I took a deep breath.

Here it was.

The moment I’d dreaded most.

My therapist always said: don’t bring it up before they do. Let the child ask in their own time. And when that happens, be objective, honest, and don’t overexplain.

“Sweetheart... Grandpa is Mommy’s daddy.” Duda furrowed her brow, her little green eyes nearly squinting from all the confusion.

“Then who’s my daddy?” No matter how prepared I thought I was, the question hit me like a punch to the gut.

I swallowed hard and took a deep breath before answering, “My love, Daddy had some problems and had to go far away. I don’t know where he is.” She tilted her head, thoughtful.

“Will he come see me someday?”

“I don’t know how to answer that. We’ll have to wait.” Duda sighed, as if she were tired.

“Okay. Can I borrow your daddy?” My heart melted.

“Of course, sweetheart. Grandpa loves you very much.”

“I love Grandpa sooooo much too!” And, at least that time, the subject ended without any major trauma.

My parents were young, full of energy. So young that people always thought Duda was their daughter. She got more beautiful every day, and my father said she was my spitting image.

Thank God!

At least I didn’t have to be reminded of her father’s bastard face every time I looked at my daughter.

Even with my grueling schedule as a surgical resident, all my free time was hers. We’d go to Ibirapuera Park, explore libraries. I wanted my daughter to love books as much as I did.

I spent five years without so much as looking at another man. The trauma Duda’s father left me with was strong enough to keep me far away from danger.

Until everything changed.

A little over a month ago, I met a gorgeous man. And in the most unpredictable way possible.

We were at the mall when Duda, distracted by an ice cream cone in her hand, bumped straight into an impeccable black suit.

I barely had time to react. I just saw the melted ice cream dripping... right down the middle of his legs.

I swallowed hard.

Oh my God.

I braced myself to get yelled at, humiliated, cursed out. But to my absolute shock, the man... laughed.

He just laughed.

Then he crouched down to Duda’s level and said kindly, “Hey, little one... you ruined my suit, you know that?” Duda’s eyes went wide, as if she’d just realized what she’d done.

“Oops... sorry!” She made such a guilty face that, for a second, I thought he’d get mad.

But instead, he smiled even wider.

“Ah, it’s okay. But you’re going to have to buy me a new ice cream, because mine is gone now.” Duda laughed.

I laughed.

And that’s how he won me over.

Because, in the end, the old saying was true:

Want to win over a mother? Win over her child.

And that’s how, after five years, I finally ended my dry spell.
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Dr. Sofia

OFFICIAL STATUS: #EXHAUSTED.

She spent her life sleeping on top of books and jolting awake in the break room. That night was no different. I had just dozed off when one of the OR nurses burst into the doctors’ lounge and shook me awake in a hurry.

“Doctor, wake up! Gunshot wound patient in cardiac surgery room eight. Doctor Antônio Bittencourt is losing his mind looking for you.” She dumped it all out at once, without even pausing to breathe, while I tried to figure out where the hell I was.

I yawned, smoothed my hair, cracked my neck, and muttered with zero enthusiasm:

“Tell me when that man isn’t losing his mind? He was born losing his mind.” She let out a little laugh and ran off down the hall.

I took a deep breath and walked to the site of my misery. I loved medicine, but that son-of-a-bitch doctor could make me want to throw it all away. If it weren’t for my mother, I would have told him to go to hell ages ago.

Dona Marília always calmed me down. She had a gift for soothing people’s souls. My father always said her love made him a better man. Growing up watching my parents live in such harmony made me long for a relationship like theirs.

I blinked a few times, and before stepping into the slaughterhouse, I ducked into the bathroom to wash my face. I looked at my reflection in the mirror and said to myself:

“Sofia, for heaven’s sake, fix your face. After all, you’re sleeping with the man of your dreams.” I smiled, thinking of Hector.

It all started with a silly accident involving an ice cream at the mall and ended up at my father’s friend’s birthday party. I didn’t remember him having a son so handsome, so successful, so smart...

And the best part?

He kissed like no one else.

And the sex? Oh, heaven!

Hector was thirty years old, with a perfectly sculpted body, a killer smile, and those eyes...

God.

It was like staring straight into paradise.

I tried to keep Duda away from him, but it was impossible. She latched onto him at the party and even dragged him along with the kids onto the bouncy castle.

My daydream was interrupted by the hospital intercom:

“Doctor Sofia Marins, please report urgently to surgical room eight.” I took a deep breath and ran. I didn’t want to risk failing my residency for being late.

I managed to scrub in at record speed and entered the sterile environment. The moment he saw me, Doctor Bittencourt rolled his eyes and shook his head in exasperation.

All the residents were in position. I was the only one late. In my defense? I had been awake for almost forty hours.

“Doctor Marins, patient is male, thirty years old, pressure stable, wound from a .38 caliber projectile, per police information. The X-ray shows thoracic lacerations, ballistic residue in the cardiac area, and multiple abdominal lesions. Open the pericardium first. Paradoxical pulse.”

“Yes, sir.” I took a deep breath and made the incision.

My hands were steady, my mind focused. I removed a large clot, and with it, the bullet.

“Check for any remaining fragments and suture the ventricular wall lesion.”

“I found no other bleeding, Doctor. I will proceed with suturing the lung perforations.” He shot me a sharp look.

“Are you sure about that, Doctor?” For the first time, I didn’t hesitate.

“I’m sure, Doctor. After chest closure, I’ll examine the patient’s abdomen.” He was silent for a few seconds. And then...

“Very well, Doctor. The patient is all yours. Congratulations on your conduct. It was flawless.” My heart raced, but I held myself back and just nodded.

I continued the work, and when I finished the abdominal check, I let out a relieved sigh. No intestinal perforation.

As soon as I ended the procedure, I approached the anesthesiologist to congratulate him on an excellent job. But the moment my eyes landed on the patient’s face...

My body froze.

Shock paralyzed me.

It couldn’t be true.

But it was.

It was him.

Hector.

My Hector.

My throat went dry. My chest tightened.

“Are you okay, Doctor Sofia?” My colleague’s voice brought me back.

I pulled air in through my nose and let it out slowly.

I thought about telling the truth, but I feared the consequences of admitting I had operated on someone I knew. I had been careless not to check the chart before entering the room. I had just followed my professor’s orders.

So I did what any sensible person would do.

I lied.

Or, as my father would say... a little white lie.
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Dr. Sofia

THE ANESTHESIOLOGIST stared at me for a few seconds, and I knew I had to say something.

“I’m fine. I just need to rest.” He placed a firm hand on my shoulder, studied me for another second, then let me go.

“Sofia, go home. Don’t set foot in this hospital again until you’ve slept forty-eight hours.” I wiped the back of my hand across my face, trying to erase any trace of the shock still vibrating through my body.

How do you process the fact that the man you’ve been sleeping with for the past thirty days ended up in your hands — literally — in the middle of surgery?

“Dr. Bittencourt will want to rip out my liver if I leave without authorization.”

“I’m authorizing it. I’m part of this residency’s teaching staff too. I’ll take responsibility.”
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