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CHAPTER 1
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São Paulo – Capital

“AND THAT’S IT FOR TODAY.” I type the period at the end of the text I just finished, give the pages a quick once-over, and send the file to the printer on the other side of the room.

“You done?” Giovanni asks the second I get up to grab the pages.

“Thank God. I had absolutely no ideas for that piece, but something finally came out. Hope Rosana likes it.”

“She will,” he says, eyes still glued to his screen. “She always likes what you write.”

“Ha. That’s what I’m hoping.”

I cross the room to the printer and pick up the five pages of the article I managed to write about some little prodigy kid who, at fifteen, is already qualified to enter a federal university.

Not the kind of story I like writing, but whatever. I prefer the crime beat, the investigative side of journalism, but I’ve been banned from that since I almost got myself screwed trying to infiltrate a gang in the São Paulo favelas.

I glance at the pages, then take them to Rosana’s office—my editor-in-chief.

“Rô?” I knock and push open her door. She’s on the phone, but waves me in.

“I don’t want to talk to you, Carlos. I thought I made that pretty clear last week when I threw you out. Fine, fine. Do whatever you want, just leave me alone.”

She hangs up and takes a deep breath.

“Trouble in paradise?” I ask.

“And when has marriage ever been paradise?” she shoots back. “I kicked him out of my house last week, and now he wants to have dinner with me. I can’t stand that man.”

I let out a laugh, but quickly stifle it when Rosana gives me a dirty look.

“So, here’s the piece about the weird little kid. Take a look, and if you want changes, let me know.”

She grabs the papers, and a few minutes later her quick eyes have scanned the whole article.

“It’s great. It’ll run in the next issue.”

“Nice.” I smile. “So can I go?”

“Hold on a second. I know you’re excited about your vacation, but what do you say to grabbing a drink with me so I can dodge Carlos?”

“Oh, I wish, but I still have to pick up Clara from my mom’s, and I need to pack our bags. You know how it is, right?”

“Of course, no problem. Hey, send my regards to Isabel. Tell her I really want to see her again. Tell her there’s a whole society out here—she doesn’t have to stay stuck in that ass-end of nowhere all the time.”

“I’m definitely not calling where she lives the ‘ass-end of nowhere.’ That’s terrible.”

“I know. Still, send her my love, and to the kids too.”

“Okay. Will do.” I head for the door and smile. “See you in a month.”

“See you. Have fun, even though I think that’s a little hard in a place where cell service barely works, and you’ve got Isabel’s hardheaded kid to deal with.”

“You’re scaring me, Rosana.”

She smiles.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you. I know you’ll like it there, but you also need to know the downside.”

I roll my eyes.

“Bye, Rosana.”

I close the door and take a deep breath.

About a month ago, Isabel Almeida—a friend of Rosana’s—called asking her to send a journalist out to do a big feature on the town she lives in. It’s in the interior of São Paulo state, a farm, more specifically, supposedly full of stories and all that.

Thinking I’d enjoy this kind of adventure, Rosana put my name forward right away, and I didn’t really have much of a chance to say I didn’t want to go. After all, what’s thirty days on a farm, close to nature, where I can breathe deep and take a break from the big city?

And now I’m on my way to my mom’s house to pick up my eight-year-old daughter, who gets out of school in the late afternoon.

Cutting across the city by bus isn’t easy, and by the time I arrive, I can already smell the dinner my mom makes every day with so much love.

“Marina! Right on time.”

“Bless me, Mom.” I kiss her cheek. “Where’s Dad?”

“He went with Clara to get sparkling water at the little market nearby.”

“Oh, okay.”

I drop my backpack on the sofa.

“So, are you excited about your vacation?”

“It’s not really a vacation, Mom. I’ll have to observe everything, investigate everything. It’s more like a relaxed month of work.”

“Oh, but it’s got to be better than being stuck in that office.”

“That, for sure.”

Dad and Clara get home right after, and after hugging him, I hug my daughter. Life hasn’t been easy since her father left me two years ago, but we’re managing. Luckily, I have my parents to help.

“So, sweetheart. Excited for the trip?”

“Yeah, I think so. I think it’ll be good.”

“It will be. It’s always good to have new stories to tell.”

The rest of the evening goes as usual—we have dinner as a family, then watch some TV. When it gets close to ten, I call an Uber to take us home, which isn’t that far from my mom’s place.

“Sweetie, go take a shower. In a little while, I’ll come to the room so we can pack our bags.”

“Okay, Mommy.”

When Clara goes to her room, I grab my laptop and do some more research on the place I’m going to. It’s pretty far from the city, but it really does seem like a quiet spot.

Suddenly, my phone buzzes with a message.

“I won’t be able to deposit Clara’s child support this month. Sorry.”

I snort and set the phone down face-up.

What a shock.

It’s been about six months since that bastard deposited a single cent to help me with Clara, but I don’t bother saying anything anymore. I know that every wrong he did to me, and now does to his daughter, will come back to him one way or another.

An email comes in, and I see it’s from Mrs. Isabel Almeida.

“Good evening, Marina. I hope you’re well. I’m sending this to let you know that tomorrow one of the farmhands will pick you up at the bus station, so don’t worry—he’ll bring you straight here.

Kisses, Isabel.”

I let out a relieved sigh because I was honestly wondering how I’d get there. I figured an Uber or taxi would be way too expensive, and right now I can’t afford to spend much.

I type a reply:

“Hello, we’re fine. I hope you are too. Thank you, that’ll be great. We should arrive around 2 PM. Kisses, Marina.”

I send it.

I close the laptop and go to Clara’s room. She just got out of the shower and is getting dressed.

“You want me to dry your hair?” I ask.

“Yes, Mommy.”

Clara is only eight, but sometimes I think she’s so independent. Lately, my mom started teaching her how to use the stove—I scolded her at first, but then I figured it’s better she learns that than something else that’s no good.

She sits in front of the makeshift vanity—a drawer I got off a discount app—and I grab the hairdryer. I dry her fine hair in less than ten minutes.

“Excited about the trip, sweetie?”

“A little. You said they have horses there. I want to ride one. But I’m going to miss Cris.”

“It’s only for a month. Before you know it, you and Cris will be right next to each other again.”

Clara lowers her head. She looks upset.

“She’s going to spend the holidays at the beach with her family.”

The family she’s talking about is her parents. It breaks my heart, because I never wanted my daughter to feel this way. Her father doesn’t bother to be around, to watch her grow up—he only bothers to find a girlfriend who’s younger every time, like she’s some fucking trophy.

“Look, besides horses, I think there are other animals there too. Probably a lake and a pool. You’ll come back all tan, just like your friend, okay?”

I tickle her belly, and the joy comes back instantly.

“Okay, Mom. Stop.”

“Come help me pack your bag. Grab the clothes you want to take and put them on the bed. Let’s do this quick, because we have to leave really early tomorrow.”
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MY DAD DROPPED US OFF at Tietê Bus Terminal, and now we’re on the bus heading toward the town that will be my home for the next thirty days.

During the trip, I read a little, watch some TikTok videos, and at the rest stop, we grab something to eat so we don’t arrive on an empty stomach.

When we get there, there’s indeed a man waiting for us at the bus station, wearing a cowboy hat.

I’m surprised right off the bat because the man is really good-looking. He looks like one of those models you see in magazines—tall, strong, muscular.

“You must be Marina.” He greets me. “I’m Gonçalo, the boss’s right-hand man. I’ll take you to the house. And you, little one—what’s your name?”

“Clara.”

“What a pretty name! Ready to go?”

He leads us to the pickup truck, and when he gets in the driver’s seat, he says:

“It’s close—about an hour until we get there.”

“And that’s close?”

“Ah, ma’am. I know that in São Paulo it takes you even longer to get around.”

“Well, you’ve got a point there. But I’m not complaining. Let’s go, then.”

He hits the gas, and as he drives, we start chatting a bit about the road, the weather, and the town. I’m not a journalist for nothing—I’ve always been curious, and that’s why I start gathering my intel right away.

“The Almeidas own a lot of land,” he says. “I think the whole town, to be honest. And when the father died, Roberto had to take over the responsibilities.”

“Oh, right. Roberto’s the oldest son, isn’t he?”

“Yes. There’s Mia, his sister too, but she’s a crazy one with no sense. You’ll meet her as well—she just got back from an exchange program in... fuck, I forgot the name of the place.” He scratches his head. “I think it’s Ireland. I mean, she’s in São Paulo now, because she doesn’t really like the countryside, but she’ll be back home soon, and you’ll meet her.”

“Oh, I see. Has it been long since Mr. Roberto had to take over?”

“About a year.”

“Oh, that’s recent. Does he like what he does?”

“He does, of course he does. But Roberto is... difficult. If you want my advice, it’s better not to strike up too much conversation with him. He tends to be rude.”

“Hmm. And why is he like that?”

“Well, a few years ago something happened...” And suddenly he stops talking. “Ah, sorry. I can’t be talking about that. It’s his private life, you know? He doesn’t like people gossiping about it.”

That makes me even more curious, but fine—I won’t pressure the man now. Everything in due time.

“Of course. No problem.”

He looks at me and gives me a wink.

I shift my gaze to the landscape unfolding through the window, because the last thing I need right now is to stare at some man, no matter how good-looking he is.

At the end of the day, they all turn out to be the same.

The hour-long drive feels like two, but we finally arrive at the farm. The main house is a beautiful, huge old building—I think I could even get lost if I were alone here.

“Come on in, Mrs. Isabel is waiting for you. I’ll take the bags upstairs later.”

We follow Gonçalo to the entrance of the house, and as soon as we step into the hall, a woman who looks to be in her mid-forties appears, elegant in a white linen outfit.

“Hello, Marina!” She comes over and kisses my cheek. “I’m so glad you’ve arrived! And you must be Clara. Pleasure to meet you.”

My daughter greets her too, and I already like her—she seems like a really nice person, despite being rich, down-to-earth. People like us.

“How was the trip?”

“Fine. We’re just tired.”

“Oh, I can imagine. I had them prepare something for you to eat, and then I’ll take you to your room. Is that okay?”

“Yes, ma’am, whatever you say.”

She smiles, and we follow her to the dining room, where two places are set for me and Clara.

Of course, our stomachs start growling the moment the food begins to arrive.

“Girls, please, don’t be shy—just eat!”

I serve my daughter first, then myself. The smell is delicious—beef in sauce, rice, beans, and vegetables.

“Wow, your cook is amazing,” I praise, even with my mouth full.

Mrs. Isabel lets out a laugh and then sits beside me.

“She is. She has a divine touch for these things.”

We end up getting into a conversation, and before I know it, my belly is full and I’m completely satisfied.

“Well, now that you’re full, let me take you to your rooms. I set up one for each of you, but they’re right next to each other—that’s fine, right?”

“Of course not. It’s your house; you can tell us where to stay.”

“Don’t be silly. I want you to feel at home. Come on, the rooms are upstairs.”

We follow the woman to the second floor, and she leads us down a long hallway to the rooms. Clara gets excited when she sees hers, because the bed is gigantic and super soft.

My room is beautiful too—the kind of rich-person stuff we sometimes get to experience.

“Thank you, Mrs. Isabel.”

“Oh, just call me Isabel. ‘Mrs.’ makes me feel old.”

I smile.

“Thank you.”

“I want you to feel comfortable. Do your work—I’m excited to see our farm and our town featured in a great article in that magazine you work for.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“I know you will. Well, I’ll leave you alone now. If you need me, I’ll be downstairs.”

“Okay. Thank you.”

Once she’s gone, I look around and fall a little bit in love with the place, but I know I shouldn’t get too attached—after all, soon I’ll have to go back to my life in the capital.

I head to the bathroom, looking forward to a good shower, but I see there are no towels. I leave the bathroom, check the closet—nothing. Maybe they forgot to leave some.

I don’t want to bother her, but I forgot to bring towels.

I open the door and step out of the room, hoping she hasn’t gone too far and I can catch her. I go down the stairs and turn the corner, but I walk straight into a wall.

I mean, a man.

Only, heavens, his hands are covered in blood, and he looks alarmed about something.

“Christ, girl! Watch where you’re going!”

“Sorry, I’m looking for Isabel.”

“She had to leave!”

With that, the man strides toward the exit of the house, and I’m a little shaken by what I just saw. It looks like the man killed someone with those bloody hands.

And on top of that, heavens, what a rude man.

“Hey there, miss.” The cook approaches. “Everything okay?”

“I, I... there are no towels in my room, and I wanted to take a shower.”

“Oh, of course. Wait here—I’ll bring you some.”

From outside the farmhouse, I can hear men’s voices, but I don’t bother getting close to see what’s going on—not after the image of that man’s bloody hands got stuck in my head.

She comes back with three towels and hands them to me.

“Thank you.” I smile. “You saved me.”

“Call me Wanda. When the lady of the house isn’t around, you can count on me.”

“Thanks,” I say again.

I turn to go up the stairs, but something makes me stop.

“Mrs. Wanda?”

“Yes?”

“Uh, when I came down the stairs, I ran into a big man, but his hands were terrifyingly covered in blood. Should I be worried?”

She lets out a loud laugh.

“No, girl. Don’t worry. You ran into the boss.”

Okay, I think deep down I already guessed who he was—I don’t know why. But I still don’t understand why his hands were like that.

“He was delivering a foal,” she explains. “He should have washed his hands, but he came in to call his mother to come see. Only she’d already left.”

“Oh, right. Of course.”

“He likes to get his hands dirty, you know?”

I let out a laugh.

“Well, I guess that’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

“Yes, he knows how to manage every piece of land, and he knows how to care for every animal. He’s a veterinarian too.”

That catches me off guard.

“That’s great. But I hope he’s not as rough with the animals as he is with people.”

“I’m not rough with people. Just with some.”

I freeze the second I hear that deep, gravelly voice behind me.

God, he came back and caught me talking about him.

I turn toward him, a little awkward. His hands are clean now—well, not completely—but it looks like he wiped them on a towel.

“Um, I’m sorry, I...”

“I know who you are.” He walks past me. “Welcome to my ranch.”

He doesn’t even let me introduce myself. He just disappears from sight.

Roberto Almeida is nothing like I imagined, to be perfectly honest. He’s tall, strong, muscular, with the kind of chest that comes from serious training. Unlike Gonçalo, he has a dark, unshaved beard, and even though he’s arrogant as hell, he’s the most masculine man I’ve ever seen in my entire life.

It shakes me a little, but I pull myself together fast.

“I’m going to my room. See you later, Mrs. Wanda.”

“See you, dear.”

She laughs and walks away. I run up the stairs.

As much as I want to uncover his secrets, I’d better stay far away from this Roberto Almeida.

​
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CHAPTER 2
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Marina

IT’S SEVEN IN THE MORNING and I’m already getting up because I know the people at the Farm are up with the chickens. Honestly, I think I might even be late.

I walk over to the window and pull back the curtain, coming face-to-face with an endless expanse of green. I can also see part of the pool. The window glass is cold to the touch, and I can feel a breeze coming from outside. There are already men working—two of them are hauling a cart loaded with what looks like straw.

I close the curtain and focus on what I’m going to wear today. It needs to be comfortable, so I pick out a pair of sweatpants and a black tank top. Since it’s probably still a little chilly, I throw a cardigan over it.

After my morning routine, I head to Clara’s room and I’m not surprised to find her already getting dressed.

“Is this outfit okay, Mom?” She spins around in a pink tracksuit.

“You look beautiful.”

She smiles.

“And I’m starving.”

“Me too. Ready?”

“Let’s go.”

Clara slips her hand into mine, and together we leave the room. When we reach the first floor, we run straight into Ms. Wanda.

“Ah, I was just about to come get you. The bosses are having breakfast and would like you ladies to join them.”

I don’t miss it when she says “bosses”—that means Roberto is there too, and I’m not sure I want to sit at a table with a brute like him. What if he hasn’t even washed his hands?

“There’s rain cake!” Ms. Wanda says, just to get my daughter even more excited.

“Whoo-hoo! I love rain cake!” Clara jumps. “And chocolate cake?”

“That too.”

“Uh... I... wouldn’t it be better to let them have their breakfast in peace? Clara and I can wait a little longer...”

Wanda’s eyes go wide.

“No, no! You’re guests of Ms. Isabel, you should be at the table with them. Come on, don’t be shy.”

I take a deep breath, and before I can say anything, Clara is already hyped up and I have no choice but to go. Well, maybe things will turn out differently today with that strange man.

When we walk into the dining room, Isabel gets up excitedly and comes over to greet us with a hug and a warm smile.

“Oh, I’m so glad you came. Breakfast is delicious. Well, first of all, I want to introduce you to my son, Roberto Almeida.” I glance at the man who’s focused on reading something on his iPad. “Son, this is Marina and her daughter, Clara.”

He looks at us with little interest.

Today he looks different. His hair is shiny and combed to the side, a few strands messily falling. He’s wearing a white dress shirt, but the sleeves are rolled up to his forearms. I can’t help but notice his thick veins, his big hands...

Suddenly, a wave of heat rushes through my body.

Jesus, Marina.

“Good morning,” he says in his thunderous voice.

“Good morning. Nice to meet you.” I extend my hand and keep my eyes fixed on his face, so he can see I’m not afraid of his cold, unfriendly manner.

Roberto looks at my hand, then at my face. Just when I think he’s going to ignore me, he holds it firmly.

“The pleasure is mine.”

Well, at least he has some manners. That’s a relief.

Clara shakes his hand too, and I notice he doesn’t seem quite as scary with her. Soon, we each take a seat and help ourselves to a variety of things—breads, cakes, milk, and yogurt.

Isabel is the only one who talks to us. She tells the story of how she hired Wanda years ago, right after she married Roberto’s father. I glance at him a few times, but he seems absorbed in something on his iPad and barely bothers to look our way.

“So, Marina? Tell us a little about yourself.”

I crack a half-smile.

“Not much to say. I’m just a journalist. I work for Seja Magazine, and Rosana picked me to cover a story about your farm and your town.”

“Rosana told me wonderful things about you,” she says with a smile. “I’m so excited to see our farm in the media, don’t you think, Roberto?”

“Yes, Mom.”

I thought he wasn’t even listening to our conversation, but apparently I was wrong.

“And this little lady—how old is she?”

“Eight,” I answer, looking at my daughter.

“Your husband must be so proud. A beautiful wife and an even more beautiful daughter.”

I let out a heavy sigh.

“I’m not married, Isabel. I got divorced about two years ago.”

“Ah, I see. I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

“Don’t worry about it. It’s just Clara and me now, right, sweetie?”

“Yes, Mom.” She smiles and turns her attention back to the cereal she’s eating with milk.

When the conversation starts to die down, Isabel says:

“Roberto could take you girls to see the farm. What do you think, ladies?”

“I’d love to.” Clara’s eyes light up.

Roberto looks at his mother in a way that tells me he doesn’t want to do this. Then he looks at me, and that only confirms my suspicions.

“Well, I don’t think that’s necessary...”

“Yes, it is!” Isabel shoots back. “Roberto doesn’t have much to do today—just some meetings in the afternoon. What do you say, son?”

He huffs, then says:

“I don’t want a tourist getting in the way of my work, Mom.”

“She won’t get in the way, son. It’s a good opportunity for you to show off the secrets of this place.”

Isabel smiles at me, but I’m not sure this is a good idea—especially with my daughter, who’s very curious and will ask a million questions.

“Fine, then,” he says grudgingly.

Heaven help me, but if that man opens his mouth to say any bullshit to me, I’m not keeping quiet.
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Roberto

MY MOTHER KNOWS I HATE having people breathing down my neck while I’m trying to get things done, so of course I’m pissed off when she sends the journalist and her daughter trailing after me.

“Wow, that guy walks fast,” I hear her daughter complaining.

“Let’s hurry.”

They pick up the pace and catch up to me as I head for the stables.

“Is it true there’s a pool here, mister?”

“Yeah, but it’s on the other side of the house.”

“Can I swim in it?”

“If your mom says it’s okay.”

“See, Mom? I can swim.”

“I know, sweetheart. But it’s cold today.”

“The sun starts warming things up after eleven. Right now it’s still early—the water’s probably freezing.”

She doesn’t answer, but keeps following me.

I know I’m acting like an asshole, but I don’t like commotion. I don’t like new people snooping around my life. I tried everything to talk my mother out of this crazy idea of putting our farm in the media, but she won’t listen.

“Look, Mom! A sheep!”

“We have a lot of sheep,” I mutter.

They keep following me, and I know I should be talking more about the farm, but I just can’t.

“God, is it far?” The little girl whines again.

“No, sweetie. I think it’s close.”

Soon the stables come into view, and three of my men greet me, along with them.

The journalist looks around and lets out a whistle.

“You have a lot of horses.”

“We do.”

I open the door for her to go in and take the chance to check out her body.

She’s medium height, long black hair, a slim waist, and a nice, full ass. She’s hot, honestly. I can see the outline of her tits through the neckline of the tank top she’s wearing under her cardigan, and wow—not bad.

I take a deep breath, feeling like a fucking animal in heat.

I shouldn’t be checking out this woman’s attributes. She’s not one of the ones who’ll end up in my bed—even if the idea does kind of appeal to me.

But no.

She looks like trouble. She smells like trouble. And she’s got a little problem attached to her hip.

“Can I ride a pony?” the little girl asks.

“If your mom says it’s okay.”

She stops walking and looks back at her daughter, then at me. Her eyes are pretty too—a shade of green.

She mentioned at breakfast that she’s separated. Honestly, I wonder who the stupid son of a bitch was that let a hot piece of ass like that go.

“Easy, Clara. We just came to see the farm for now.”

“Oh, that horse is so pretty—it’s spotted,” Clara says. “Is it skittish, uncle?”

I’m caught off guard by being called “uncle,” since I’ve only exchanged a few words with this little girl. But whatever. What can I do, after all?

“No. That’s Belle. She’s gentle. Want to pet her?”

“Yes!”

I glance at her mother, and even though she looks hesitant, she gives a slight nod. So I pick the girl up and carry her over. She strokes the mare’s mane and looks absolutely thrilled.
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Marina

IT’S WEIRD SEEING THIS rude man being gentle with my daughter. He introduces her to every horse, and for a few seconds, he even seems excited about it.

I follow them in silence, just watching.

This is only one part of the farm. I’m eager to see the rest.

We leave the stable, and I feel like Roberto seems a little more at ease—even though he keeps his stern face and unshakable demeanor.

“Hey! Look who’s here!” Gonçalo approaches. “What’s up, Roberto. Good morning, Marina. Good morning, Clara.”

He crouches down and hugs my daughter, then lifts her into his arms.

“Ready for a walk with your uncle? If your mom says it’s okay, of course.”

I raise an eyebrow.

“Where are you taking my daughter?”

“I want to show her the foal that was born yesterday. It’s in the other stable.”

“Wow, I thought this was the only one.”

“Nope, there’s another one,” Roberto answers.

“Well, I... uh...”

“We’ll be right back! It’ll be quick!”

They walk away before I can say anything else, and I’m left with the feeling that I should have gone with them.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I say after a few seconds of silence.

“For what?”

“For coming here bothering you. I know you didn’t want to deal with a tourist and her daughter.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg
e D





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





