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MY PHONE IS RINGING somewhere, nonstop.

I squeeze my eyes shut, mentally begging whoever’s calling me to just give up, leave me alone, and let me sleep five more minutes.

But of course, that doesn’t happen.

It keeps ringing.

Without.

Stopping.

I mutter a curse so foul it would make my mother drop her favorite bowl in sheer shock, and I reach out my arm, groping for the source of my early-morning stress.

But what I touch isn’t my phone.

It’s warm.

It’s soft.

It’s...

I snap my eyes open.

And what I see right in front of me...

Oh.

My.

God.
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CHAPTER 1
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Ísis Maria Ferreira

HE’S LATE.

So late that my ass is starting to conform to the shape of the stool’s upholstery.

If I get up, I have no doubt there’ll be a giant stamp on each of my cheeks that says SHE GOT STOOD UP.

Because that’s exactly what’s happening.

The bartender at Samba & Caipirinha might pretend he isn’t, but I know he’s watching me, wondering if I’m actually going to drink this entire cocktail by myself or if I’m still clinging to the hope that my date for the night is going to show.

Spoiler: he’s not.

Ugh.

I hate getting stood up.

And I hate it even more when it’s by a guy who wasn’t even that good-looking.

This is what I get for setting up one-night stands on Tinder. I mean, that fucking app is worse than a dumpster. Finding someone on there who’s even remotely decent and whose ego isn’t the size of Mount Everest is hard as hell.

It’s like finding a needle in a haystack. Basically impossible. Which is exactly why I should have stayed home. But I was tired of staring at the white walls of my bedroom, and listening to my brother fuck his girlfriend wasn’t exactly how I’d envisioned spending my Friday night.

So, I gave in to temptation and agreed to go out with Arthur.

I mean, we’d been chatting since last week. Nothing too promising, because I’m not the type to get emotionally or romantically involved with people. Arthur would start conversations, and I’d answer his questions.

Nothing more.

The whole point of that contact was just for me to decide if it was worth putting on my favorite dress to meet him at one of the little bars in St. Claire.

As we can see, it wasn’t.

Asshole.

If I see him on the street, I’m going to make a point of running him over with my car.

I huff, consumed by a massive wave of irritation, and signal the bartender.

“Can I get the check, please.”

He gives a quick nod, but it’s immediately interrupted by the sound of a male voice behind me saying:

“Let me get that for her.”

My whole body freezes on the stool. The little hairs on the back of my neck stand up. And the anger, which was already starting to simmer inside me, now reaches a boiling point.

I don’t even need to turn around to know who it is. The presence, combined with the scent of sandalwood, is enough to trigger my alert mode and make me want to get the hell out of here as fast as possible.

Because getting played for a fool by a mediocre-looking guy is humiliating enough on its own, but letting people know about it is like swallowing an entire box of rusty nails without having had a tetanus shot.

“If this is your way of trying to convince me to sleep with you, you should know it’s not going to work.”

His laugh, just as irritating as he is, reaches my ears at the same moment his big, muscular body settles onto the empty stool next to mine.

Our eyes meet a second later.

Gustavo Brado has one arm resting on the marble surface of the bar counter, while his other hand rests on his thigh. Tattoos spread across his pale skin, reaching up to the sleeve of his cotton t-shirt. The white fabric hugs every single muscle, almost as if the shirt is too small for his frame.

When we’re this close, like now, I realize just how small I am next to him. I’m exactly 5’1”. Gustavo must be pushing 6’5”.

“Ísis...” he says my name slowly. Almost seductively. If I didn’t hate him so much, I might even think he was flirting with me. “You know I can do way better than that.”

I stifle a laugh.

My God, what an asshole he is. If there were a government-approved scale for measuring male assholery, I’m sure Gustavo would max it out and make everyone wonder how a human being can be like this without having suffered some kind of genetic mutation.

He irritates every fiber of my being. There’s nothing about him that doesn’t drive me crazy. It’s been like that since we were kids, and it’s going to stay like that until one of us is resting eternally in a coffin.

Actually, I think even in death he’d manage to annoy me. It’s just like that insufferable bastard to haunt me as a spirit, grabbing my foot while I’m trying to sleep peacefully.

“Taking off your shirt and showing off your six-pack doesn’t work on me.” I point at his stomach. “So you can give up now.”

His hand drops to the hem of his shirt.

“You sure? I did upper body at the gym today.”

I fake a gag and grab my purse, slinging it over my shoulder. If I spend another second in his presence, I’m going to end up with an ulcer.

“Go fuck yourself. Seriously.”

I make a move to get up and leave for good, but Gustavo points at my still-intact drink. The ice has already melted, but the lemon wedge is still floating in the center.

“Is it just me, or did you just get stood up?”

“It’s definitely just you.”

“So it’s no coincidence that you’ve been sitting alone on that stool for over thirty minutes, staring at the front door like you’re waiting for someone?”

“Were you spying on me?!”

“It’s not every day I’m blessed with your presence in the same room as me.” His brown eyes scan the inside of Samba & Caipirinha. It’s not packed, but it’s considerably busy for an early-month Friday. “Besides, I didn’t know you went on dates.”

I make a face.

“I don’t.”

“You sure?”

His gaze falls to my body.

I’m wearing a tight dress that accentuates my breasts and a pair of strappy sandals that make my legs look longer than they actually are. My hair is styled in perfect waves, and the red lipstick is like a roadside sign pointing straight to my mouth.

I’m too dressed up for someone who was just going to spend the night drinking a cocktail alone at a bar. And Gustavo knows it.

“Why the sudden interest in my life?”

He wets his lips with the tip of his tongue. I try not to look at his mouth.

“You didn’t answer my question, Ísis.”

I roll my eyes.

“I might have been on a date or waiting for someone, but with you here, I really feel like leaving. I don’t deserve to have my night ruined because of you.”

Gustavo laughs.

He.

Just.

Laughs.

“So you got stood up.”

Five minutes ago, I wanted to set Arthur on fire.

Now, I’m praying for a miracle, for him to show up here out of thin air, just so I don’t have to go through the humiliation of admitting that, yes, I’ve been waiting half an hour for someone who clearly stood me the hell up.

This is why I avoid serious relationships and emotional attachments at all costs. Dealing with disappointment is hard enough on its own, but when it’s accompanied by people you actually care about, it’s ten times worse.

“I would never subject myself to a situation like that, Gustavo.”

He runs a hand through his slightly messy dark brown hair and pulls my drink glass toward him, taking a sip. His eyes stare at me over the rim in a challenge that’s more than welcome.

Sometimes, I really wish he weren’t my best friend’s older brother. That way, I could ignore his existence so much more easily.

But the situation just doesn’t allow it.

No matter where I go, Gustavo is always there, following me around like a cursed shadow.

“So I’m supposed to assume you decided to dress like this just to spend Friday night completely alone?”

My eyebrows shoot up.

“And how exactly am I dressed?”

I don’t get an answer.

The only thing Gustavo does is tilt his head to the side and stare fixedly at my mouth. Then, his irises travel down my body in slow motion, absorbing every detail, as if he’s savoring a piece of candy. When his attention returns to my face, the expression on his is unreadable.

“What are you going to have to drink?”

“I already told you, buying me a drink isn’t going to convince me to sleep with you, Gustavo.”

He signals the bartender, his eyes still locked on mine.

“When I want to take you to my bed, the last thing I’ll do is buy you a drink, Ísis,” he says, in a low voice. “Right now, I just want that ugly scowl off your face.”

“It’s what you deserve for disturbing my peace.”

His lips stretch into a smile.

“You don’t have to lie to me. I know you’re super happy to see me here. What would your night be without my company?”

“A night a thousand times better.”

In response, Gustavo winks at me.

A fucking, malicious wink.

When we were kids, our annoyances were about pranks, hair-pulling, and pinches. It was easy to get under his skin, because he was just as petulant and irritating a kid as I was.

But after we came of age, those annoying games weren’t so fun anymore. So we started heading down a path full of dangerous provocations. I can count on my fingers the times we forgot our own limits and almost made decisions that were way too reckless.

I know what it’s like to feel his lips on my skin.

I know what it’s like to feel his hand pressing against the inside of my thigh.

I know, more than anything, what it’s like to end an argument with my panties wetter than they should be.

No one should ever make me feel these things.

But my best friend’s brother does, and it only makes me hate him even more.

“Now, tell me...” He leans forward on the stool, turning to face me. The yellow lights from the ceiling illuminate his face, which is a mix of sarcasm and malice. “Who was the guy?”

I scrunch up the tip of my nose.

“You’re not going to drop this, are you?”

“Only when you admit you got stood up.”

I cross my legs and rest one elbow on the counter.

“I’m starting to think you’re the one who got stood up,” I murmur, sizing him up from head to toe the same way he did to me minutes ago. “Who’s the lucky woman who managed to get rid of your unpleasant presence?”

Gustavo doesn’t flinch at my provocation.

His reaction, in fact, is the complete opposite.

He wraps one hand around the edge of my stool and, with a single motion, pulls it closer to him. My bare knees are now touching his. And if I lift my head, I’m sure I’ll find his lips temptingly close.

Bastard.

“Worried, Ísis Maria?”

“About what?”

“About the possibility of me spending tonight with someone who isn’t you?”

I stretch my neck back, ignoring our proximity, and fix my gaze on his face.

“I’d rather be stung by ten bees than spend more than a minute breathing the same air as you.”

Gustavo checks the watch around his wrist.

“In case you haven’t noticed, almost ten minutes have already passed.”

I let out a long, weary sigh.

“You’re so childish. Did you know that?”

“Yeah, but you’re even worse,” he retorts, indifferent to my complaints. “Now tell me what you’re going to drink.”

“Nothing.”

Gustavo rolls his eyes, ignoring me, and calls for the bartender, who’s still staring at us with a giant question mark hanging over his head. I bet he’s going to tell his boss never to let us in here again.

“Can I get a strawberry caipirinha and a beer, please?”

“I don’t like strawberry caipirinha.”

He gives me a sidelong look. We’re still close to each other, his knee constantly brushing against mine and the heat of his breath warming my skin.

“Being a liar doesn’t suit you.”

“And what does suit me? Spending Friday night drinking with you?”

The shadow of a smile curls at the corner of his mouth.

“If you’re offering... I’m not going to argue.”

I suppress the urge to mutter a curse word and glance at my phone screen. Arthur is almost an hour late. Any hope I might have still been nurturing of him showing up—not that I was—has just gone down the drain.

Time to leave.

“You can drop that idea right now, because it’s never going to happen.”

Almost in sync, the bartender returns with our drinks. The strawberry caipirinha is tempting, but the company that comes with it definitely isn’t.

“Is that your way of running away from me?”

I stand up and adjust my purse on my shoulder.

“Just going to find something better.”

A bitter laugh scratches his throat.

The scornful look Gustavo gives me is infuriating.

So infuriating that I make the most reckless decision of all.

Without thinking about the possibility of anyone watching us, I hook one of my thumbs around the waistband of my panties and push them down my legs until I’m free of them completely.

Then, with a malicious smile curving my lips, I part the fingers of Gustavo’s right hand and discreetly place my red lace panties there.

His gaze burns into my face when he realizes what I’ve done.

My heart is galloping in my chest.

But I ignore it.

I ignore even the slight dilation of his pupils and the hot atmosphere that suddenly envelops us.

“A very special thank you for picking up my tab.” I lean in, my lips brushing softly against his ear. “Enjoy the strawberry caipirinha.”

I don’t wait for his answer.

I just leave.

Without my panties.
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Gustavo Brado

I HAD MY FIRST HEADACHE at nine years old.

It wasn’t from a nasty bike crash. Or a soccer ball to the head during a pickup game with my friends. It wasn’t even the symptom of some awful flu coming on.

My first headache was exclusively the fault of my sister’s best friend.

Ísis Maria Ferreira.

She was petulant. Irritating. Annoying. Dramatic.

I was still learning in school what adjectives were in the Portuguese language, but I could already name a whole bunch of them when I thought about her.

None of them were compliments.

Sometimes I catch myself wondering what my childhood would have been like if I’d never met Ísis Maria. If my mother, after being abandoned by my father out of the blue, had decided to buy another house in another neighborhood of St. Claire. If, by some twist of fate, my sister had chosen some other girl to be her best friend for life.

The possibilities for a different future are endless, but—to my great and terrible misfortune—not a single one of them has any chance of becoming real.

After all, I’ve spent almost twenty years dealing with Ísis Maria’s insufferable presence, and surprisingly, she still manages to piss me off. The difference is that now she plays a lot dirtier than she used to. Being totally honest, I prefer her seven-year-old version, the one who dumped a whole bucket of sand on my head. Because the twenty-four-year-old version...

She’s a torment to my sanity.

She’s everything I want to avoid. But I never can. No matter how hard I try. Ísis Maria always—always—manages to get under my skin. What she just did is the biggest proof of that.

I look, still half-stunned, at the underwear in my hand. A fucking red lace thong with a little bow sewn right onto the center of the thin elastic band.

Bitch.

I shove the scrap of fabric into my jeans pocket, praying no one saw the little stunt she just pulled, and take a generous swig of my beer.

The moment the longneck bottle touches the bar counter again, Guilherme’s firm, calloused hand clamps down on my shoulder. Pedro sidles up right after, letting out a loud whistle.

“Warrior down in combat.”

“Didn’t get her number?”

I look at the two of them.

Pedro Cavalcanti and Guilherme Rocha are my coworkers. Longtime friends. Partners in crime. They’re up for anything, from drinking beer at a dive bar of questionable repute to backpacking through Bolivia with only five hundred reais in your wallet.

With them, there’s never a bad time.

Pedro is as single as I am, with an endless contact list on his phone and a line of bullshit for charming women that’s downright astonishing. He’s the son of St. Claire’s mayor and has been a spoiled playboy since I met him in our freshman year of college. The problem is, ever since he managed to sink one of the family yachts, Pedro’s been grounded.

Yeah, that’s right.

A twenty-eight-year-old guy, grounded.

I bust his balls about it almost every day.

The best part of this whole story is that Pedro’s punishment has lasted way longer than expected. Two months turned into four. Four turned into eight. Eight turned into a year. And since money doesn’t grow on trees, he didn’t have a choice: he had to get a job.

So I’ve been putting up with his ass at the shop for nine months now.

It’s disheartening.

But that’s where Guilherme comes in.

Guilherme is the light at the end of the tunnel for our trio. Model student since grade school, dedicated scholar in college, and the perfect boyfriend. He always has time for everything—whether it’s fixing a car, helping his grandpa re-roof the house, volunteering at the city animal shelter, or planning weekend trips.

He always finds a way.

And I think it’s because we’re so different that we work so well together. I might be constantly bitching about Pedro’s fuck-ups and Guilherme’s rigid routine at the shop, but I know that without them, my job as a mechanic would be one big boring piece of shit.

“Who are you guys talking about?”

Pedro points toward the exit of Samba & Caipirinha.

“The woman who was sitting here with you. Couldn’t see her well with the crappy lighting in this place, but my eyes always recognize a hottie when they see one.”

Suddenly, a weird taste fills my mouth.

“You wouldn’t last a second talking to her, Pedro.”

“Why not?”

“Because the supposed hottie was Ísis.”

Guilherme coughs.

“Your sister’s best friend?!”

“The very same.”

“Fuck!” Pedro curses and pulls up a stool, sitting down next to me. He’s dressed like a preppy douchebag, with a polo shirt, khakis, a watch almost bigger than his wrist, and those awful boat shoes. “So I can’t ask her out for a candlelit dinner, then?”

I clench my jaw.

“You’re not romantic.”

“That’s just a minor detail. Can I or can’t I?”

“Not over my dead body.”

He bursts out laughing.

“I knew your answer would be a big, fat no, but you still managed to surprise me,” he says, mockingly, and then scans the bar, which is much fuller than it was minutes ago. “I’ll have to go find other prey, then. What do you guys suggest?”

“Park your ass and shut your mouth,” Guilherme mutters, losing patience with the local playboy’s antics. With Pedro acting like this, you’d never guess all his credit cards have been confiscated by his grandfather and that he’s been living off rent money for almost a year. “I have an announcement to make.”

I raise my eyebrows, studying him.

Guilherme is dressed like any other day of the week: a blue button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows and faded jeans.

He also showered before coming here, because the characteristic smell of sweat from a hard day’s work in the shop is gone from his dark brown skin. His dark brown hair is a little damp, with small curls forming on top. His perfectly trimmed beard covers most of his jawline, and his thick eyebrows stay straight in that typical, unreadable expression of his.

Nothing’s different.

It’s the same old Guilherme who drinks beer at the bar, clocks in at the shop promptly at seven-thirty in the morning, and drinks black coffee after lunch.

“Did you win the Mega-Sena?” I ask.

“No.”

“Did you buy a Camaro?” Pedro asks, his eyes practically bulging out of his head.

A grimace crosses his face.

“That’s a basic bro car, Pedro.”

Pedro shakes his head back and forth, disappointed.

“You guys are so boring.”

I shove his shoulder.

“You have the worst taste of anyone I’ve ever met. It’s embarrassing.”

“Embarrassing is being friends with you two.”

Guilherme gestures behind himself.

“The door’s right there.”

Pedro looks at his own feet, then at us.

“I don’t want to wear out the soles of my very expensive boat shoes.”

If I had a mouthful of beer, I would have spit it in his face.

“You bought those shoes on clearance.”

“Actually, they’re Bruno Magli.”

“Which means you bought them back when you still had money in your bank account,” Guilherme points out, and Pedro furrows his brows so hard a crease forms in the middle of his forehead. “I didn’t lie, so don’t bother complaining.”

“To hell with Pedro’s knock-off shoes. What’s the big announcement?”

A discreet smile spreads across Guilherme’s full lips.

“I asked Maitê to marry me.”

We both react in sync.

I slap Guilherme hard on the back, congratulating him on the engagement, while Pedro yells at the bartender to bring a round of shots. When the little glasses arrive, we toast and down the contents in one gulp.

The rum burns as it goes down my throat.

Terrible choice of drink, but still better than that awful tequila.

“So how did it go, man?” I ask, genuinely happy for him. “Did she cry?”

Guilherme shrugs.

“A little. I don’t think she expected me to propose, but we’ve been dating for over ten years. It was more than time to put a shiny ring on my beautiful woman’s finger.”

I laugh at his words.

Because, after all, Guilherme and Maitê have been together since their teens. She was his first girlfriend, and he was her first boyfriend. They’ve never fought. Never argued. Never spent more than two weeks apart—and when they do, it’s only because of her job.

They really are two peas in a pod.

“And are you going to invite us to the wedding?” Pedro wiggles his blond eyebrows, in that typical joking tone that’s already caused us major headaches in the past. “I look great in a suit, you know that?”

“We don’t want to know, and we don’t intend to find out,” Guilherme says, pretending to make a face, which gets a laugh out of both of us. “But you know you’ll be way more than just guests at our wedding, right?”

I give him a curious look.

“We’re going to be ring bearers?”

“No.”

“Waiters?”

“No.”

Pedro shifts uncomfortably on his stool.

“Wedding planners?”

Guilherme laughs.

“Of course not. What kind of friends do you think I am?”

“A great friend who isn’t going to make us go through some major humiliation, I hope,” I say, drinking another shot. This time, the alcohol numbs my tongue a little. “I also suck at dancing. Don’t count on me.”

Guilherme pats my shoulder.

“Don’t worry, what I’m going to ask isn’t rocket science...” he says, drawing out the suspense. The anticipation is practically eating me alive. “I want you guys to be my best men.”

Pedro jumps up on his stool, excited.

Guilherme puts a hand on his head immediately.

“But there’s a catch.”

I fake a whine.

“Of course there is.”

Guilherme laughs again.

“Don’t be so dramatic, you just have to bring a date.”

My eyes go wide.

This has to be a joke.

“What?!”

He raises his hands in surrender.

“I’m just following Maitê’s orders. Best men can’t show up alone to the ceremony. Everyone knows that.”

Pedro crosses his arms over his chest and flashes a sly grin.

“Count me in, because I don’t disappoint in that department. Piece of cake for me.” He winks. “Now little Gustavo over there... We’re gonna have a problem.”

I flip him off.

“Stay out of my business, Pedroca.”

“The one with the shitty sex life is you, not me.”

“I’m a family man now. That life is behind me.”

“Did all the joy get drained from your body? Is having fun a crime now?” he asks, his eyebrows raised. “Enjoying life isn’t going to get you arrested, Brado.”

I ignore him and focus on our group’s newly engaged man. Guilherme is looking at me with a worried expression.

“Can I count on you for this, brother?”

I let out a sigh.

The things I do for my best friends... Nobody gets to fucking complain.

“Yeah, Gui,” I agree, flashing an unconvincing smile. “Count me in. I’ll be the best best man ever.”

After that, we toast again.

But only hours later, when I’m home and lying in my bed, do I realize I’ve just landed myself in one massive, gigantic mess.

Congratulations, Gustavo.
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Gustavo Brado

I WAS TWENTY-FIVE YEARS old when I found out I was going to be a father.

I was in my fourth semester of Business Administration, the most irresponsible guy around and the student with the most absences in every professor’s gradebook. My presence was stamped at every beer bash, and my Friday nights, without exception, ended with me playing pool at one of the bars near the university in Henrique’s company.

I’d always been a smart guy, but back then I wasn’t all that willing to study. My diploma was something I could worry about later, once all the commotion of young adult life had passed.

What I really wanted was to enjoy my glorious years as a college student. I wanted the full experience, which included living alone in a 280-square-foot studio and eating Monica’s Gang instant noodles for lunch.

The reality check hit me square in the face on an ordinary August morning.

I got a text from Elisa saying we needed to talk. I met her at the university restaurant two hours later. The typical studious girl, who lugged a pile of books up and down the hallways, that afternoon wore a downcast expression and almost hid completely inside her med-school hoodie.

Of course I was worried about her.

We didn’t know each other that well, but we got along. Most of our encounters happened at her program’s parties, and every now and then we hooked up.

It wasn’t anything steady. She didn’t want anything serious. Me, back then, even less. So when I asked what had happened and Elisa handed me a pregnancy test with two little pink lines...

I felt like my life as an irresponsible, thoughtless kid would have to end.

I was going to be a father.

Father.

Eight months from then, there would be a little baby held in my arms. A child who would depend on me for years and years. Showing up at every party, skipping class presentations, and pretending life was a juicy strawberry wasn’t going to cut it anymore.

Not if I wanted to be a good father.

So I did the right thing.

I did what my father should have done with me.

I made a promise.

A promise I was never, under any circumstances, going to break.

So when Nina was born at six-ten on a typical April morning, with her shrill cry filling the whole hospital room, I was even more certain that I would move mountains, skies, and seas so she could be the most loved and happiest little girl in the entire world.

I would never miss her school performances.

I would never let her spend Children’s Day alone.

I would never let her birthday become just another date on the calendar.

I would never stop watching her favorite movies by her side.

I would never stop being a safe harbor for advice, for a shoulder to cry on, for hugs on rainy nights, and for standing ovations at every single one of her graduations.

In short, I would never be an absent father.

Even if I lived on the other side of the world, I’d still find a way to be 100% present for her.

So when Elisa called me twenty minutes ago saying she’d had a setback at work and urgently needed me, I didn’t even hesitate. I took a shower, changed clothes, and stopped by the supermarket. Now, after all that rush, I’m standing on her front porch holding a bunch of bags full of treats, lollipops, chips, and chocolates.

“Thank God!” Elisa throws the door open in a burst and pulls me inside. I almost trip over the welcome mat. “If you’d been one minute later, I think I would’ve fainted.”

I look at her face.

She’s still exactly the same as the day I met her, except the young-girl features have been left behind. But the long blonde hair, the way-too-pale white skin, the light blue eyes, and the upturned nose are still the same.

And the weirdest part is that Nina is identical to Elisa. I think, in that pregnancy, I just donated the sperm.

“You say that every time something goes wrong, Elisa.”

“These are dark times in my life, Gustavo.”

“You’re way too dramatic.”

“It’s the stress of being a full-time resident physician. Pediatrics, along with Nina, is going to drive me crazy.”

“Speaking of the hurricane... Where is she? Your house is so quiet it feels like a mausoleum.”

After all, only those who deal with kids daily know that silence is never a good sign. Last week, I left Nina alone for an hour while I cooked our dinner. When I got back to the room, she had drawn an entire farm on the wall.

I wanted to die right then and there.

“Nina’s been upstairs in her room for almost an eternity deciding which slippers to wear today.”

I frown.

Suspicious. Very suspicious. And if I know my daughter... She’s executing another masterpiece. One that won’t be making it into the São Paulo Museum of Art, unfortunately.

“I have some bad news for you, Elisa.”

Elisa lets out a dramatic sigh and brings her hand to her forehead, massaging the center.

“I’m going to die young, and it’s going to be entirely your daughter’s fault.”

I narrow my eyes at her.

“She’s your daughter too.”

Her lower lip juts out in a stubborn pout as we walk toward the kitchen, which has moss-green cabinets and top-of-the-line stainless steel appliances. Leana, her fiancée, is a sous chef with a career that would make anyone jealous, so that explains a lot.

“Today has been a complete disaster, Gustavo.”

“What happened?”

“Basically, Jéssica can’t come to work today because she has food poisoning after eating breaded fish, so I have to cover her shift,” she explains, swapping her slippers for a pair of colorful Crocs. “Leana’s working tonight at Bacio Di Sole, so I was going to stay with Nina as usual, but now that’s not happening.”

I nod in agreement.

Over the years, we’ve managed to adapt our routines well enough so we don’t get too overwhelmed. Mondays, Wednesdays, and Sundays are the days I have Nina. Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Fridays are Elisa’s turn. On Saturdays, we alternate depending on our weekend plans.

That’s how it’s worked since Nina was born, and nothing has ever gone wrong. So I’m curious why Elisa is reacting like this.

It’s just another normal hiccup in our lives.

We sit, we talk, we sort it out.

“I still don’t get why you’re freaking out,” I say, opening the supermarket bags and leaving the groceries on the kitchen island. “Go to work, no problem. I’ll take care of everything until you get home. When you come back, Nina will already be asleep.”

She lets out a nervous little laugh.

“That’s not the problem.”

“No?”

“Tonight is Nina’s slumber party,” she says, and now the message with the list of stuff to buy at the supermarket makes sense. “In about half an hour, five of her little friends from ballet are coming over and...”

I pinch the bridge of my nose.

Fuck.

I completely forgot about the slumber party.

And Nina spent the whole week saying how excited she was to spend Saturday night playing with her friends, watching movies, and coloring in her books with her new set of colored pencils.

Am I a terrible father for not remembering today?

I hope not.

“Five little friends?”

Five kids.

Plus my daughter, that’s six girls.

S-I-X.

Six girls between four and five years old in the same space.

A shiver of worry runs through me.

Only someone who’s had to deal with three kids at once knows how scary it is to handle double that. Nina is chill—when she’s not throwing a tantrum—but the others? I have no idea. They could be hurricanes in the shape of tiny humans.

“Manuela, Helena, Ana, Vitória, and Luna.”

I swallow hard.

“You made a list about them, right?”

“As if you don’t know me.”

The good thing is, Elisa is just as methodical and organized as I am. That’s actually one of the few things we have in common. Besides both rooting for Vasco, of course. But other than that, we’re completely different.

“Where is it?”

She points behind me.

“Stuck to the fridge.”

I pull it off the magnet—a photo of Elisa and Leana kissing under some mistletoe last Christmas—and read through all the information.

Manuela is allergic to peanuts. Helena doesn’t like grape juice. Ana needs her knee bandage changed at eight p.m. Vitória is lactose intolerant, and Luna needs nose spray before bed.

My eyes go wide. That’s a lot of info.

“I think I’m trapped in a babysitter hallucination.”

Elisa bursts out laughing.

“Welcome to the daily life of a preschool teacher!” she mocks, grabbing an apple from the fruit bowl. “You’ll handle it, don’t worry.”

Kids don’t scare me that much. I’m a father, after all. What worries me most is the list of allergies and intolerances. Now I’m going to have to reread the labels of everything I bought at the supermarket.

I don’t want to end today in a hospital.

“You were going to take care of them all night by yourself?”

“Of course not. That’s why Ísis is coming over.”

My eye twitches the moment I hear her name.

“Didn’t you have anyone else to call?”

“Ariela is busy, in case you haven’t noticed.”

Shit.

Ever since my sister married—out of convenience, always worth remembering—Henrique because of Ceci Braga’s cooking competition, I haven’t been able to count on her for anything. This week, I’ve barely seen her. If we exchanged five messages, that’s a lot. Ariela is becoming an urban legend in our own house.

“And Cadú?”

“He’s working today too.”

“And Milena?”

“She had to babysit at Solange’s house today.”

“And Téo?”

“He went on a trip with his girlfriend to Nova Aurora.”

I bite the inside of my cheek.

“There’s no one free in this city besides my daughter’s godmother, who also happens to be my sister’s best friend?”

Elisa lets out a little laugh and gives one of my cheeks a playful pinch.

“It’s funny watching you pretend to hate Ísis. Deep down, I know you wouldn’t last a week without her company. Ever thought about that?”

“Yeah, I have, and believe me, my life would be much better if Ísis Maria simply weren’t in it.”

“Keep telling yourself that, and who knows, maybe someday I’ll believe it,” she murmurs, stepping away and grabbing her bag from the floor rack, along with her hospital coat. “I’ve already left almost everything organized with Ísis, so you two just need to keep the girls from eating too much chocolate. Other than that, it’ll be fun.”

My face twists into a grimace.

“You know taking care of the girls is the least of my problems.”

Elisa breaks into a grin like she’s having a blast at my expense. She can be a little devil when she wants, only not as bad as when Leana is around. Together, they’re the perfect chaos duo.

The phrase every man for himself has never made more sense than right now.

“Then I don’t know what you’re complaining about, Gustavo.”

“Yes, you do.”

“Spending the whole night in Ísis’s company sounds like a perfect Saturday night to me... Don’t you agree?”

No. Definitely not. Any sentence that involves the word perfect and Ísis cannot be related to anything good. It’s bad. Fucking bad.

“Only if your weekend plans involve my body inside a coffin full of stinky flowers.”

Elisa laughs out loud and says goodbye with a smacking kiss on my cheek.

“Stop being so dramatic. Deep down, everyone knows you like her a little bit.”

“0.000000000001% chance of that ever happening.”

“I’ll remember that when I’m invited to be the maid of honor at your wedding.”

I shoot her a death glare, and she raises her hands in surrender.

“I’m out, I’m out!” She points at the ceiling. “Nina has medicine to take at ten p.m., and Ísis should be here in a few minutes, so...”

“Just go already, Dr. Grey.”

She takes a step away from the kitchen, but quickly comes back.

“Oh, if you need anything...”

“Call Leana. I know. We’ve been in this routine for four years.”

Elisa waves goodbye a second time and finally leaves.

When I hear the front door close, I press my forehead against the refrigerator and let out a heavy sigh.

It’s going to be a long night.

​
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CHAPTER 4
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Ísis Maria Ferreira

I’VE ALWAYS BEEN A multitasker.

If someone asked me to do something, I did it.

If someone told me to learn something, I learned it.

If someone sent me a message asking for help, I helped.

And if I had to do all three at the same time, I found a way to make that work too.

I grew up this way, completely inspired by my mother’s routine.

Inês Ferreira woke up early, made breakfast for me and my brother, dropped us off at school, went to teach at a school on the other side of the city, came back to make lunch, helped us with our homework while handling the housework, and at night she still gave Portuguese tutoring to one of the girls from my class.

She never stopped, and I’m pretty much the same. I’m totally wired on high voltage, with this absurd need to always be doing something. Sitting on the couch watching a Manoel Carlos soap opera while eating microwave popcorn is not exactly my idea of a perfect weekend.

I practically jumped to my feet when Elisa messaged me a few days ago asking for help with Nina’s slumber party. Especially since, besides being crazy about kids, I also love organizing events, big or small.

So I didn’t waste any time and made a list with every activity and game we could all do together. Elisa agreed to all of them, just as excited as I was to spend time with the girls.

I just didn’t expect a twist of fate.

A real fucking twist of fate, if I may say so.

Because when I ring Elisa’s doorbell at eight o’clock sharp on a Saturday night, I’m not greeted by my friend’s friendly smile.

Not even close.

The person opening the door is the most despicable, arrogant, irritating, and petty human being to ever walk the face of the earth.

Almost in sync, my phone buzzes with a message.

Elisa Campos: Hey! I had an emergency at work and had to rush to the hospital :( The slumber party is still on, but...

I don’t read the rest.

The man in front of me is answer enough for what awaits me in the next few hours.

“No fucking way.”

Gustavo smirks at my curse word. That damn dimple on his cheek appears, making me want to kick his shin just to watch it disappear.

“If you don’t mind, I could slam the door in your face and pretend you were never here,” he offers, one hand holding the doorknob. “That way, we can both have a perfect, stress-free Saturday. I might even promise not to tell Elisa you bailed.”

I shoot him a suspicious look.

“I don’t trust you one bit,” I mutter, shoving his shoulder aside and slipping into the house. “After all, I didn’t spend the last few days planning the perfect slumber party just for you to show up with your peacock ego and ruin everything.”

Gustavo gives me a look loaded with second intentions as he closes the door and leans against the wood.

He’s dressed like last night, except the jeans have been replaced by gray sweatpants that hug the sculpted muscles of his thighs.

How much weight does he even lift at the gym?

I can barely lift a bag of flour without ending up with a terrible wrist pain the next day.

“Peacock ego, huh?”

“You’re exactly like one.”

“So all I need to win you over is show off?”

“It’ll take a lot more than a flap of your wings to win me over, Gustavo,” I grumble, taking off my shoes and heading toward the kitchen. I’ve been here so many times I know exactly how Leana likes to store the pans in the cabinet and how Elisa organizes the silverware in the drawer. “And in case you haven’t noticed, you’re not my type at all.”

Gustavo follows me, as always.

I hear him walking across the floor until his footsteps stop right behind me. The sandalwood scent wraps around me completely. I wish I could be wearing a mask right now just so I wouldn’t have to feel that unpleasant smell invading my nostrils.

“And what is your type?”

“Someone nothing like you.” I spin on my heels, facing him. I’m caught off guard by how close he is. From the sound of his voice, I expected Gustavo to be a good few feet away. But actually, only a few centimeters separate us. “No muscles. No tattoos. No arrogant smirks. No sarcastic jokes. No annoying dimples.”

My finger points at one of his flaws.

Gustavo tilts his head to the side, with that same mocking expression, and wraps his fingers around my wrist. His hand is large, calloused from working at the shop, with well-defined knuckles. His nails are also very short, and his white skin has only one tattoo, right on his ring finger.

“That is the most boring, dull, and tasteless thing I’ve ever heard in my entire life.”

“Why? Did knowing that hurt your peacock ego?”

Gustavo lets out a little laugh through his nose and leans down slightly. Sometimes I hate our height difference. I hate feeling inferior to him.

“The only person with a bruised ego here is you, after getting the biggest brush-off of the century, Ísis Maria.” The heat radiating from his words almost makes my cheeks flush. “Me and your red lace panties are doing just fine. Great taste in lingerie, by the way.”

I pull my hand away and lift my chin.

“Like them? I bought them exclusively to enjoy the night.”

Yet another proof that putting effort into that date with Arthur was a mistake. I wasted an unnecessary amount of money that ended up being for nothing. And of course, three hours later, he sent me a message apologizing and asking if I didn’t want to go to his place.

I blocked his number and went to sleep.

Asshole.

Just not as big an asshole as the man in front of me. Gustavo Brado is still number one on that podium. In this category, he already has about ten gold medals, five silver, and three bronze.

“Lucky me, then, for getting them as a gift.”

“Are you going to frame them and hang them on your bedroom wall?”

He nibbles the corner of his lower lip and looks at my mouth. I have to hold myself back really hard not to look back at his.

“Maybe,” he teases in a low tone. “They’ll be a remarkable piece in my decor.”

I narrow my eyes, ready to fire back, when I hear footsteps coming down the stairs. A few seconds later, I’m hit by a pair of little arms wrapping around my legs in a tight hug.

“Auntie!”

I break into a happy smile and bend my knees, getting down to her height.

Nina has her blonde hair tied in little braids with flower-shaped clips that match the color of her pajamas, a long-sleeve shirt and pants set covered in giraffe prints. The finishing touch is her slippers with a giant cow head.

“Hey, my little rascal!” I give a smacking kiss on her cheek. “You look so pretty today, you know that? A few years from now, I’m sure you’ll be a super famous model.”

Nina pouts and crosses her arms.

“But I wanted to be a princess!”

I stifle a laugh.

“How about both? Princess by day and model by night?”

“But will I get to sleep a looot? Daddy says at night we have to sleep so we can wake up really happy the next day...”

She lifts her face, looking for Gustavo. He’s standing beside us, watching us with a subtle smile on his face.

My best friend’s brother might be a pain in the ass 24/7, but he’s a perfect father to his daughter. Thank God, no one can complain about that. He denies her almost nothing, and last time I was here, Nina even told me she got a new pink car to take her Barbies for a ride.

“That’s true,” he agrees, his eyes fixed on her. “How are you going to wake up full of energy to play with your friends if you stayed up all night?”

Nina bites her lower lip, thoughtful.

“I’d rather just be a princess, then.”

I shake my head, amused.

Even at only four years old, she’s a child full of personality who likes to have an opinion on almost everything. At her age, I’m sure I wasn’t that sharp. If I had to guess, I was more the type to fill my mouth with dirt and then spit it in my brother’s face.

Yeah.

I wasn’t a very obedient kid.

It took a good few years before my mother could lay her head on the pillow without worrying about what craziness I’d pull the next day.

The most unusual one was when I climbed one of the tallest trees at my grandfather’s house and then couldn’t get down no matter what. Everyone tried to help me, but I was terrified of falling and breaking a tooth—like I had the week before.

The solution? My dad had to call the Fire Department. The whole neighborhood watched from the sidelines as I was pulled down from the top of the tree. I think that was the most humiliating moment of my entire life.

“And where’s your crown?” Gustavo asks, bending down and picking Nina up. She wraps her arms around his neck. “Princesses can’t just walk around without showing off their precious diamonds on top of their heads.”

“I put it in the drawer, Daddy.”

“Why?”

“I don’t want my friends to find out I’m a princess.”

Nina brings her index finger to her lips, like she’s telling us a secret.

“They can’t know?” I ask.

Her answer is a shake of her head, denying it.

“They might want to be princesses too, and I only have one crown.”

Unable to hold back, Gustavo and I burst out laughing. Nina laughs too, the dimple identical to her father’s appearing on her cheek.

My God.

Moments like this hit a sensitive spot in me.

Because every time I’m here at Elisa’s and Leana’s house, whether keeping Nina company or babysitting on their busier days, I get this sudden urge to build a big family.

I know the chances of that happening are slim—since I run from relationships like the Devil runs from the cross—but I can’t keep denying to myself that living something like that wouldn’t be nice.

Of course it would.

Because I love spending afternoons at my grandfather’s house eating popcorn and watching the birds sing in the trees.

Because I love driving a few hours to celebrate holidays at my aunt’s house.

Because I love going to my parents’ house and having that roast chicken with potato salad on Sundays.

It’s hard growing up surrounded by people who love you, only to reach adulthood and know for sure that you’ll have a completely lonely life a few years from now.

And I know that’s going to happen.

There’s no denying it, because things are heading in that direction. My best friend got married a few weeks ago. My brother is closer every day to proposing to Jade.

And me? The answer to that question is not even a little bit nice.

“What are you thinking about, Auntie?”

I blink, pushing the thoughts as far away as possible and focusing on Nina’s face. She has a curious expression, her thin lips pressed into a straight line, her eyes full of expectation fixed on me.

It’s in moments like this that I realize how little she looks like Gustavo. Except for the shape of her nose, her brown irises, and the dimple on her cheek, Nina is an identical copy of Elisa. I bet when she’s a teenager, the two of them could easily pass for sisters.

“Nothing important. Why, my little rascal?”

“Because you were squinting really hard...” She imitates me, making a face. “Daddy makes that same face when he’s thinking about something really bad!”

I turn my head toward Gustavo. The only thing he’s done in the last few minutes is watch me with a curiosity that’s not at all typical of him. I narrow my eyes, slightly suspicious.

Is he plotting some evil scheme to get rid of me?

Or planning to lock me in the bathroom like the last time we argued?

Because if that’s it...

Tonight has all the makings of a funeral, and it’s not going to be mine, no fucking way.

“What’s so bad that you think about at times like this, Gustavo?”

Before he has a chance to answer my question, the doorbell rings. Nina lets out a little shriek, completely excited. Gustavo puts her down, and she dashes to the front door, chanting at the top of her lungs:

“The girls are here!”

I start to follow her.

But the moment I take my first step away from the kitchen, his fingers close around my wrist again. I look first at his arm, then at his face. The smiling expression from minutes ago has given way to another one I recognize all too well.

Something stirs inside me.

“Do you really want to know, Ísis Maria?”

His voice... His tone is way too hoarse, and that should never be allowed.

I lock my eyes onto his, challenging him.

“Yes, Gustavo. I do.”

He takes a deep breath and runs his tongue over his lower lip.

It’s a dirty provocation.

It’s a spot-on provocation.

It’s a provocation he knows will throw me off balance.

“Most of the time, it’s about you.”
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Gustavo Brado

I’M GOING TO LOSE MY mind any second now.

All because Ísis decided that, after we finished eating baked rice, cauliflower purée, and little fruits cut into star shapes for dessert, it was a great idea to play charades with the girls.

Of course the game turned into a competition, and now we’re split into two teams. Manuela, Ana, Luna, and I are one team. Helena, Vitória, Nina, and Ísis are the other.

Yeah, that’s exactly what you’re thinking.

My own daughter is against me. I’ve officially hit rock bottom. I’m a terrible father, apparently, because that’s the only explanation for this nightmare I’m living through right now.

“It’s a giraffe!” Manuela shouts beside me, her little arms flapping with excitement.

Ísis shakes her head no, a wicked smile playing on her damn lips as her sharp eyes lock onto mine.

The score is two points apart, and my team has to get this charade right or we’re doomed to failure. I don’t want to lose again. Last month’s karaoke night was bad enough—I was brutally robbed.

“It’s a shooting star!”

Ísis shakes her head a third time.

Fuck.

What the hell is she mimicking?

“A church!”

“A toothbrush!”

Nina looks at us with a disappointed face. Her little hand is raised to the height of her face, only her pinky finger sticking up.

That’s because, when we set the rules for this game, I thought it’d be a good idea to let each team guess the charade only five times.

As you can see, I wasn’t very smart coming up with that nonsense.

“You only get one more try, Daddy.”

I grit my teeth.

Ísis does the charade again.

Her arms move up and then down. When they rise above her head again, they trace a kind of half-circle. I squint, trying to figure it out.

Damn it.

I have no fucking clue what it is.

An ostrich?

An airplane?

A torch?

I’m going to have to guess.

“It’s a balloon!”

Ísis lets out a little squeal and throws herself backward, her back hitting the living room rug, her legs kicking in the air. Her long hair spreads over the fuzzy fabric, and when I look at her face, I see a grin from ear to ear.

A grin I recognize very well. I’ve seen it thousands of times in the almost twenty years I’ve known her.

“I hate to break it to you, but...” She brings her hands to her mouth and announces in a loud, clear voice for the whole neighborhood to hear: “You lost, Gustavo!”

Helena, Vitória, and Nina run toward Ísis, jumping on top of her. Meanwhile, me, Manuela, Ana, and Luna watch from the sidelines as the four of them celebrate the prize, which is nothing more, nothing less, than a bag of stuffed marshmallows.

I let out a puff of air.

Is this how João Pedro feels when Vasco loses to Flamengo? Because I feel like total shit.

I look at the three girls beside me, their little faces sadder than I’ve ever seen them. I should have won the trophy for them.

I glare at Ísis and grab the bag of yellow jellybeans from the coffee table. It’s not the best prize in the world, but it’s better than leaving empty-handed.

“Don’t let the situation get you down,” I murmur, stroking their cheeks. I think Luna’s about to cry any second. “Next time, we’ll leave them eating our dust. Deal?”

Manuela nods, her curls bouncing with the movement of her head. She’s the oldest of them all, already six years old. My daughter met her on the very first day of ballet class, and they’ve been glued together ever since.

Their friendship reminds me a lot of my sister’s with Ísis. I don’t know if that’s a good thing. I’m not ready to see my daughter a few years from now, getting into the worst possible trouble and being covered for by her best friend.

As far as I’m concerned, Nina could stay a kid forever. I’m still mentally preparing myself for when she enters the dreaded pre-teen phase. Those will be dark times, I have no doubt about it.

“Deal, Uncle Gustavo.”

I smile and focus on Luna and Ana.

“Deal, girls?”

They nod, and I pull them into a tight hug. The bag of yellow jellybeans gets squished, but I don’t even care. I just don’t want to see any of them cry. I know kids need to learn how to deal with disappointment—I read that in one of the books Elisa bought right after she found out she was pregnant—but I admit it’s a tough task.

Parenting is one of the darkest parts of fatherhood. It almost manages to be worse than changing a diaper full of yellow shit in a room with no windows.

“Hey...”

The four of us break the hug at the same time.

Nina is standing behind us, holding the giant bag of marshmallows in one hand, her cheeks slightly flushed.

“What is it, my little ant?”

“Mommy told me once that winning is way more fun when you celebrate with everyone.”

Nina holds out a stuffed marshmallow to each of us. I smile, so proud of her. Maybe Elisa and I aren’t making that many mistakes in raising her after all.

“You’re going to share your prize with us?”

“Yes, Daddy. I don’t want you guys to be sad.”

Luna lets out a little sniffle in response and bites into the marshmallow.

I do the same, happy to see that, in the end, the game turned out better than expected. Honestly, I don’t think I’d know what to do if Manuela, Ana, and Luna started crying.

Dealing with tears, sobbing, and sniffling noses is still a sensitive topic for me.

“Get yourselves settled so we can watch a movie, okay?” I point to the couch with its scattered pillows and folded blankets. “I’ll be right back with the popcorn.”

I plant a kiss on Nina’s forehead and head to the kitchen.

Ísis is loading the dirty dishes into the dishwasher and raises her right eyebrow at me when she sees the bag of marshmallows in my hands. There are only two left inside.

“Stealing the first-place prize won’t fix your ego after another terrible defeat, Gustavo.”

“My ego is intact, Ísis Maria.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure... That’s the fifth time you’ve lost to me.”

“Obsessed with my defeats?”

Ísis makes a face that wrinkles the tip of her nose.

The gesture is way cuter than it should be.

“Never,” she declares, turning on the dishwasher. “But I’ll admit it’s fun beating you every time. I’m on an endless lucky streak.”

I move closer until I’m standing right in front of her.

Ísis is way shorter than me. There must be almost a foot and a half difference in height. During our teenage years, I’d get on her case every other day, calling her every possible nickname because of it.

It was fun watching her flip me off and then hit me with the worst curses humanity has ever seen. Her mother probably still doesn’t know how foul-mouthed her daughter can be.

“You’re cheating, that’s what.”

“I didn’t know being the best was the same as cheating.”

I press my lips into a straight line and raise my arm, opening the cabinet right above her head. I hear Ísis hold her breath as I get closer, her nose almost brushing my chest.

The scent of cherry, mixed with a fruity aroma I can’t quite place, washes over me completely.

“When it comes to you?” I lower my voice, looking at her mouth, which today lacks that disturbing red lipstick that drives me crazy. “It sure is, cherry.”

Ísis makes a face at the nickname and crosses her arms.

“Is it really that hard to admit I’m way better than you?”

I grab the bag of popcorn and close the cabinet door. Then I slide my hand down until it rests on the edge of the marble counter, right next to Ísis’s waist.

“I’d rather have my tongue cut out than submit to that humiliation.”

Ísis rolls her eyes at me and pats my shoulder. Her palm is warm against the thin fabric of the tank top I’m wearing. The touch burns like embers on my skin.

“Go ahead and sharpen the sharpest knife you’ve got, then.”

“You’re a devil.”

“Your favorite devil, don’t forget that.”

“Only in my worst nightmares, Ísis Maria.”

“Then you better wake up soon, Gustavo.”

I click my tongue against the roof of my mouth, incredulous at her nerve.

One day, this woman is going to kill me, and the cause will be all the endless headaches she gives me. I can already feel my eye twitching.

“You’re hopeless,” I say, stepping back away from her. “Now I understand why you’re my sister’s best friend.”

Because, when she wants to, Ariela can also be a torment to my sanity. The main difference, though, is that my sister has a terrible tendency to get caught up in messes involving guys with shady intentions.

Her latest stunt was going on that disastrous date with Murilo. And guess what? He had a girlfriend.

Ariela was one step away from becoming some guy’s mistress. If Henrique hadn’t shown up to rescue her, I don’t know what would’ve happened. At times like this, I’m even secretly grateful for their marriage, because I know my best friend isn’t an asshole.

But if Henrique ever dares to fuck things up with my sister... He knows the consequences very well.

“We’re the perfect duo, you can’t deny it.”

“You’re a ten times worse version of the Hiroshima bomb, that’s what you are.”

Ísis moves around the kitchen, grabbing the oil and the popcorn maker from another cabinet. Out of the corner of my eye, I see her roll her brown eyes at me in that typical dismissive way.

“Being dramatic doesn’t suit you, Gustavo.”

“Then what does suit me?”

She throws a glance over her shoulder.

Unlike last night, when I found her at Samba & Caipirinha all dressed up from head to toe with heeled sandals and red lipstick, today Ísis is wearing nothing but denim shorts and a tank top that outlines the shape of her small breasts.

This is one of the things I hate most about Ísis Maria: she manages to look beautiful no matter what.

“Anything but those hideous tank tops.”

“You don’t like it?”

She turns on the stove and closes the lid of the popcorn maker, turning her back to me.

“My eyes are bleeding.”

“Next time, I’ll show up shirtless. What do you think?”

Ísis looks me up and down. I’m standing, my hip resting against the kitchen island, arms crossed over my chest. She tries to hide it, but I notice when her gaze lingers a little too long on my arms. I raise my right eyebrow in response, just to provoke her.

She clears her throat a moment later.

“Only if your goal is to cause irreversible damage to my corneas, Gustavo.”

“I’ll keep that in mind when I go for a morning run on the beach.”

“Give me a heads-up so I can buy an eyepatch on Shein.”

“You’d better buy more than one.”

Ísis frowns, confused.

“Why?”

“Because now I’m going to make a point of running on the beach wearing only a tiny swimsuit.”

Ísis’s response is a gasp of pure disgust.

[image: ]

MY DAUGHTER IS THE most predictable kid on the planet.

Because less than an hour into the movie, she fell asleep with her little hand still in the popcorn bowl. The other girls stayed awake until the end, but when I suggested putting on another movie, only Manuela agreed.

Less than half an hour later, everyone was asleep.

Ísis and I then settled each of them onto the mattresses spread across the living room floor. I stayed lying down with Nina for a while, watching over her sleep and stroking her blond hair, now free from its little braids.

Sometimes it’s hard to believe I’m actually managing to be a good father to her. Mine wasn’t exactly the best role model to follow, so I don’t have anyone to look up to. I just follow my own feelings and instincts.

I hope I’m doing the right thing.

I don’t want Nina to feel even 1% of what I felt as a kid.

I press a long kiss to her forehead and turn on the lamp next to the TV. The light is just enough so that if one of the girls needs to go to the bathroom at night, she won’t trip and fall.

I leave the room slowly and head to the kitchen.

Ísis is sitting on one of the stools, flipping through Leana’s recipe book. Like Ariela, she also started a Gastronomy degree in college. The difference is that my sister stuck with it until the end and got her long-awaited diploma, while Ísis ended up switching to Business Administration.

Since I was behind on several subjects, we ended up having some classes together.

“Some” is an understatement, actually.

There were class after class right next to her.

There wasn’t a single damn day of the week I could escape her presence. In the library, in the classroom, in tutoring sessions, and even in the mandatory internship, Ísis always found a way to be there. And as if it couldn’t get any worse, I’d still run into her on weekends because of my sister.

Being completely honest, I don’t think there’s been a single moment in the last few years when Ísis Maria hasn’t been in my life.

The final blow came when Elisa asked her to be Nina’s godmother at her baptism. I tried to object. I really did. I even thought about going on a hunger strike, but it didn’t do any good.

The worst part is that my daughter loves being with her. They get along easily, talk about all sorts of things, and Ísis has become her favorite companion for playing at the playground in our neighborhood. It used to be me who held that title, but for a good few months now, I’ve been pushed to the sidelines.

“Did they fall asleep?”

“Manuela was the last one to pass out. Are you going home now?”

Her lips curl into a half-smile.

“Is that your way of inviting me to spoon, Gustavo?”
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