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Antonia Milani

A PHONE CALL CAN CHANGE the entire course of your life.

I didn’t believe that, until I got one of those calls.

There’s no way to prepare for something like that. It comes on the day your cramps are practically eating your uterus alive, the day you spill toothpaste all over your black T-shirt, or you get a compliment from that coworker—Marcus, senior marketing analyst, ranked number three on my potential suitors index—the day you eat a simply fabulous burrata for lunch and that video you worked your ass off to produce barely scraped a thousand views.

The phone rings while you’re watching one of your favorite romantic comedies—10 Things I Hate About You—right at your favorite part, when Heath Ledger sings “Can’t Take My Eyes Off You” in the bleachers. For a second I think it’s a delivery I ordered, but the call isn’t from the intercom, it’s from my cell phone. Actually, ordering something to eat would be great, since I’m having that last miserable slice of bread with the leftover cream cheese and a tomato I found hiding in the fridge. That’s the best meal I could scrape together in there after I decided I’d only go grocery shopping when my paycheck hits, having blown the rest of my meal voucher on that delicious burrata.

It’s definitely the phone company trying to sell me some plan.

And I wish—God, I wish—that’s all it was. I’d be happy to get one call after another from unknown numbers, asking if I’m interested in cell phone plans for the rest of my life. Any torture would be better than that.

“Antonia Milani?”

It was a deep voice. Nothing like the static and noise of a call center. The kind of voice you never want to hear.

“Yes.”

“Do you know Vitória Milani Albizia?”

The rest of the bread fell to the floor. I jumped up from the couch. Everything inside me started shaking uncontrollably.

My sister.

She left this week on a trip with her husband and the kids. Where was that place again? It just vanished from my memory, but she sent the photos—the cabin, the two of them drinking wine, the kids having fun in town.

“She’s my sister.”

Silence on the other end of the line.

I could feel my heartbeat pounding in my throat.

“There’s been an accident...”

“Are they okay?”

“I’m sorry, but your sister and your brother-in-law didn’t survive. I’m very sorry, Miss Milani.”
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Antonia Milani

GRIEF IS A FUNNY THING.

So sad that it becomes funny.

At certain moments, during the wake for Vitória and Gregório, I caught myself laughing beside the shiny, polished mahogany coffins where the people I called family were resting eternally.

My sister was dead.

And it was so unreal, so desolate and desperate, that it made me laugh.

What was I going to do with my life without Vitória?

And what was I going to do with the children Vitória and Gregório had left behind in this world?

I couldn’t even think about that yet, because the focus was that my sister, the love of my existence, my favorite person who ever set foot on this planet, was no longer here.

It was a family trip, a trip to a cold place that Gregório loved so much. My sister was always talking about how she missed having time alone with her husband. Probably it was her idea to go into town for a candlelit dinner, with good wine and quality food. The kids stayed with the babysitter, which made my heart ache even more. What if they had been in the car? I would have had absolutely no one left in the world.

It was a tragedy. That’s what they told me when I got to the morgue in some tiny town in the interior of São Paulo. Flávio, my ex-boyfriend who also happened to be my neighbor, drove me there after I pounded on his door, screaming and crying, after I got the news.

There were no guilty parties, only victims. Maybe the wine? An animal that made the car swerve and plunge down a ravine, slamming into a tree? Fate?

For forty-eight hours I’d been trying to find someone to blame for the fact that I’d lost my very favorite person in the entire world.

And it felt like it would never end. No matter how much I loved someone, either they disappeared, or they died.

That’s how it was with my mother.

That’s how it was with Vitória.

It would always be that way.

“You need some coffee.”

I’d been staring for too long at the tip of my New Balance sneakers. They were baby blue, once Vitória’s, but now they were all stained with mud, because I’d ended up at the accident site. I couldn’t stop staring at that fucking brown spot.

I lifted my eyes to the familiar voice. The only one trying to talk to me on this hellish day. “Talk” was a strong word, because Dante and I had never exchanged many words—most of them were just grunts and muttered insults over dinners, birthdays, and other random get-togethers—but he was the person who understood me more than anyone else in that room.

I had lost a sister.

He had lost a brother.

On the same day, at the same hour, in the same place.

“Did you notice there’s no one from our family here?”

Dante collapsed onto the bench where I was sitting, keeping a safe distance, because he always kept his distance. It was in his genes. I regretted saying “our,” as if he and I shared something, which we didn’t, even if it was a common thing to say.

He wasn’t my family, but he was there. When he felt like showing up, that is.

Dante and Gregório were half Argentine, half Brazilian. They grew up in a region full of vineyards over there and their family owned one. I went once, because the idea of sticking myself in some place full of vegetation, with no civilization nearby and no real attractions, had never appealed to me, no matter how much alcohol was involved.

Vitória used to say their relationship with their father had always been complicated, but I never thought it was so bad that a father wouldn’t show up to his own son’s funeral.

“Friends are the family we choose, right?” He had an accent when he spoke Portuguese, which made his voice sound even more drawn out.

I looked around at all the people filling the four corners of the room. Vitória and Gregório’s work friends, college friends, neighbors, my ex-boyfriends. My sister was the kind of person who had her own light, who charmed people, almost as if she used some kind of magnetism to draw them in. Gregório had a silver tongue; he could easily have run for public office. He could’ve convinced anyone of the unimaginable.

Dante and I couldn’t have been more different from our siblings.

And now here we were...

The only family beside them until the very end. The only family Cecília and Milo had left.

Thinking about that made the despair I’d been drowning in for the last forty-eight hours come rushing back. I lurched forward, buried my face in my hands, and started that endless cycle of crying all over again.

“Let’s go get that coffee. Viene.”

I was towed along by Dante, feeling his calloused, rough hand around my wrist. He led me to the kitchenette and handed me a plastic cup full of black, unsweetened coffee. I hated coffee like that, but I hated being in a world without my sister a hell of a lot more.

I downed the steaming liquid in three gulps, wishing desperately it was something with a lot of alcohol in it.

Dante hovered nearby. He hadn’t shed a single tear since he arrived. I was the one who called to tell him what had happened. I’d been by his side ever since he got back from Argentina, just six hours after my call. And he hadn’t cried once.

Dante handled every detail of the ceremony, took care of the kids before leaving them with the babysitter, talked to every single person who showed up at the wake, even if he didn’t know who they were. All while I was crying and crawling around in the corners.

I hadn’t eaten. I hadn’t slept. I hadn’t breathed.

And he hadn’t cried.

I shouldn’t have been surprised by something like that from him, because that man was the very embodiment of emotional control, coldness, and insensitivity.

Dante Albizia wasn’t my favorite person in the world, but he was Gregório’s. And Vitória’s, too.

“How do you manage to stay like this?” I rubbed my eyes, trying to wipe away the tears that wouldn’t stop falling.

My eyes were raw from all the crying and rubbing.

“Like what?” The indifference in his voice was a warning that, no matter how much we were going through the same thing, we were nothing to each other.

“Strong.”

The word was already dead on my lips, because I knew I should have kept my mouth shut. Everyone is different. Everyone grieves in their own way.

When my mother died, Vitória had a meltdown every two minutes. Me, I was focused on calming my sister down and grateful that my mother had finally found peace after that period of pure suffering when the cancer got worse.

“Because someone here has to be, Antonia. You can allow yourself to shed as many tears as you need on the shoulders of your friends and all your ex-boyfriends, but I need to stay steady for what comes next, and that’s a hell of a lot worse than seeing my brother and my sister-in-law in that coffin.”

Dante never mince words. It was in his DNA to be a massive asshole. Honest, but an asshole.

“What’s worse than that?”

He let out a laugh entirely devoid of humor.

“Knowing that those two kids are going to grow up without the parents who dreamed of them. And that all they’ve got left are the broken pieces of the two of us.”

Dante simply turned his back and left me standing there alone, staring at the empty plastic cup.

I had thought about the kids, obviously. I lost my mother at twenty-two and that was awful enough; I can’t even imagine what it would be like for Ceci and Milo. They probably wouldn’t even have memories of their parents. I just hadn’t thought about what would happen to them from now on.

Dante was right.

We were the godparents and the only aunts and uncles those kids had. There wasn’t any other family left for them to turn to. Except for Dante and Gregório’s father and the distant relatives Vitória and I had in Portugal. A cousin and an aunt we saw last over ten years ago, who sent their condolences by text.

The entire responsibility for those kids had been dumped on the two of us.

And I had just realized how serious this really was.

And how desperate, because, after all, I really was just a broken piece.
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Antonia Milani

THERE’S NOTHING BEAUTIFUL about watching your sister and brother-in-law get cremated. That gut-wrenching knowledge that I’ll never see them again, that I’ll never have those nights watching rom-coms with my sister or Gregório’s infectious excitement over his Sunday barbecue.

They stayed together until the end, honoring the promise Gregório made to my sister in their wedding vows. I remember being enchanted by their words, but also fucking furious, because I can never remember the end of my brother-in-law’s vows. I started crying, and Dante, who was my plus-one, nudged me in the ribs and tilted his head toward me, whispering:

“Could be you, huh?”

Back then I had a lot more patience for him—and more contact too, because of the wedding planning—than I do now, so I just jabbed him with my elbow. But the interruption was enough to make me miss the end of the vows.

“Have a little more soup...”

I blinked, snapping back to reality with Flávio standing in front of me, insisting I eat more of the soup Mônica had made for me.

My throat felt locked. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t eat a thing.

“I swear I’ll eat after I shower, but right now, no.”

“Anto...”

“Thanks, but I just want a shower and my bed, please...” I grabbed Flávio’s forearm and glanced to the side, where Mônica, his flavor of the month, was standing.

They’d been incredible to me these past two days. They hadn’t left me alone since I got that phone call. Which was almost funny, because Flávio and I lived in an endless cycle of being together, then not being together, then getting back together again. He never stuck with anyone, and I had a hard time saying no.

It wasn’t like I cared, because it was routine by now, but anyway... That was my life.

“Okay. We’re right next door. You know that, right?”

“Thank you. Thank you so much.” I reached out and touched Mônica’s hand, and she gave me a small, delicate smile.

I watched them leave my living room, closing the front door behind them.

Alone. As always and forever.

I lied to Flávio about taking a shower. I didn’t have the strength for it. I lay down on that wood-look vinyl floor and stared at the ceiling for minutes? Hours? Days?

Nothing made sense anymore after I answered that goddamn phone call.

Thinking about the call reminded me that I should call the kids’ babysitter, check on them, but I couldn’t do that either, because everything about them reminded me of the loss of my best friends.

Twenty-eight years with Vitória and nine years with Gregório weren’t enough for me. She and I never took that pottery class we always wanted, never traveled to Hawaii or took the kids to Disney. Gregório and I never made it to the U2 show at that sphere in Las Vegas, or to the tasting menu at that Japanese restaurant we kept watching videos of and sending to each other.

Their lives were left incomplete. Thousands of moments, discoveries, sensations left behind on the road.

And I didn’t know how to deal with it, because I’d be incomplete for the rest of my life too.

After a long time, I managed to get up off the floor to grab a bottle of wine from the cabinet. I had serious trouble getting the cork out, but I managed, and I went back to the living room drinking straight from the bottle.

At this point in the game, drinking felt like a gift from heaven, soothing that motherfucking pain inside me.

I was a wreck. My sister, ashes.

I flinched when the intercom buzzed and seriously considered ignoring it until whoever was downstairs gave up and left. I didn’t want visitors, condolences, or to explain the accident. I just wanted to drink enough to pass out on this couch.

But the intercom wouldn’t stop.

I let out a loud huff and walked over with the bottle of wine still in hand.

“Antonia.”

The drawl of his voice, heavy with that accent, made the wine want to come back up.

“What do you want?”

“To paint my nails and watch TV.”

I bit the inside of my cheek, trying not to react to Dante’s mockery. I pressed the button to let him in and unlocked the door before going back to the couch, where I planned to stay put.

It didn’t take long for Dante’s presence to fill every corner of my apartment. He’d never been inside before, and I saw his eyes scan every inch with curiosity and a certain amount of judgment.

“Are you a hoarder?”

I closed my eyes and downed more wine. If I stayed silent, maybe he’d leave, like those dangerous animals that can smell fear.

Just don’t move. Just stay quiet.

“What do you want?” I repeated, like a mantra.

“The kids are asleep. The babysitter wanted to stay with them, and the house...” Dante stopped talking, looking kind of lost.

His face caught my attention, because it was the first time I’d seen him like this. Dante Albizia could be a lot of things, but lost wasn’t one of them. He seemed like the type of person who knows exactly how many steps he’ll take in a day, the exact time his eyes will open, how many grams of protein he needs to consume to sustain that sculpted body of his.

“The house feels like it’s suffocating you,” I guessed.

He nodded and gave up on examining every corner of my place, coming over to the couch. Dante didn’t fit in my apartment. He was too big—shoulders too broad, nose too upturned, clothes that always fell perfectly on his body. I’d seen Dante wearing something other than plaid shirts maybe twice—at my sister’s wedding and today, in that black shirt. He’s the kind of guy who looks fresh out of the shower even at the end of the night. His hair is always combed back, impeccable, his clothes neat, his shoes clean. He’d be an impressive figure, if he weren’t such an arrogant asshole.

Whatever good Gregório had in him, Dante had in spades as arrogance—I’d even say conceit.

“Wine?” I offered, because it was a tough day for both of us.

His green eyes dropped to the bottle, more precisely to the label.

“You bought this wine?”

I took a deep breath, because it was amazing how his brother had died in a tragic accident along with my sister, we were alone in this world with two kids, and he still found the strength to be arrogant about my wine.

“Yeah, I bought it.” I made a point of taking another generous swig straight from the bottle.

“What’s your criteria for buying wine?”

“Costing less than thirty reais.”

Dante opened his mouth to respond but gave up halfway. It wasn’t the day for it—even he knew that.

“Fair enough.”

I raised my eyes, feeling satisfied for winning that argument. Dante stretched out his arm, wiggling his fingers to signal he wanted the wine. A man of few words, I told you.

It was strange watching him sit on my emerald-green couch, drinking my cheap grocery store wine straight from the bottle. It was like being in a very weird multiverse where the two of us tolerated each other and our brothers weren’t the main characters of our lives.

I was happy being the supporting sister—funny, with a shitty love life. I provided quality entertainment for my older sister’s life—she was the protagonist. Vitória was born to be a protagonist. She was beautiful even as a kid, didn’t even go through that awkward phase with a swollen nose during adolescence. I was always there, giving good advice and making her life more fun. My role in this story was to be comic relief, a little plot twist in her incredible story with Gregório.

Dante was also the supporting character in Gregório’s life. That brother who, no matter how hot he is, isn’t the chosen one. He stays in his corner, being mysterious, handsome, and untouchable. And that’s it.

This story wasn’t ours. It never had a chance of being ours.

And there we were, trapped at the mercy of fate.

“Why haven’t you gone to see the kids yet?” His pinpoint question came right after he finished off the rest of the wine in a few seconds—which was impressive and a little alarming.

I stood up from the rug where I’d been sitting with my back against the couch. I had to get up in a completely ungraceful way to go to the kitchen for more wine. This time, I handed him the bottle and the corkscrew, but I realized his judgmental look could always get worse when he noticed the bottle had a screw cap, no cork.

I pretended nothing was happening and went back to sit down, patiently waiting for him to hand the bottle back so I could get back to drinking.

“Don’t dodge my question.”

And how could I?

“I haven’t had time.”

He knew. Of course he knew.

I let out a heavy breath and threw my head back against the couch.

“They need you, Antonia. After their parents, you’re the most constant presence in their lives. I’m practically a stranger to them.”

“I just... Ceci looks just like Vitória, Milo has Gregório’s eyes. I can’t yet.”

He didn’t say anything. He just took the bottle out of my hand. I was devastated for saying that out loud, because they were my nephews, my godchildren, I loved them more than anything, but it was too much. They were Vitória and Gregório through and through. The smiles, the way they ran, the sweet look in their eyes.

“I know. I understand.”

I was startled to see him being understanding with me, but I kept my mouth shut.

“What are we going to do with them?”

The shift in his posture was visible. He was destroyed, just as much as I was. This was the worst day of his life too, but he could still stop and think about the kids. Which was admirable to me, since I couldn’t focus on anything other than my own suffering.

“Gregório’s lawyer set up a meeting tomorrow to talk about the kids’ custody. That’s why I came here—I want to know what you have in mind.”

I rubbed my hands over my face.

I was twenty-eight years old and had never thought about having a child, because I’d never even gotten to the point of having a relationship that evolved past a few months of dating. None of them lasted long enough for the next step. I love my nephews, I’d give my life for them, but I’d never considered the possibility of being fully responsible for them, because it was never necessary—they had... parents.

I felt a shiver run down my spine.

“What do you have in mind?” I threw the question back at him.

“I want to take care of them. I owe it to my brother. I have a stable life, I can meet all their needs.”

In that godforsaken place where he lives.

So far away. Far enough that I’d become the aunt they see two or three times a year.

Besides that, the “stable life” part gave me chills. Not that he didn’t have one—I knew he did. Gregório’s family had money. Their winery was huge. Vitória used to say business for her husband and brother-in-law was booming. The big problem was that Dante wasn’t like his brother. He was serious, almost never smiled, lived for work. He might love his nephews, and I knew he did, but he would never be able to take care of them, give them comfort and that kind of love they got from their parents.

“And you’d be the one raising them?” I probed.

Dante drank more wine.

“I have staff who can help. And a girlfriend too. They’ll feel more comfortable having a female presence around.”

We got to the point I was aiming for.

“You have a girlfriend?” My tone was disbelieving.

I grabbed the wine from his hands and took my own swig.

I loved the gossip Vitória used to tell me about Dante’s love life. First, because I loved gossip, and second, because I liked knowing about Dante Albizia’s life because it proved he wasn’t a methodical robot. She always said he destroyed hearts over there in that city, never wanted anything serious, and even though girls did everything for his attention, he only gave attention to whoever he wanted, whenever he wanted. And worst of all, he wasn’t the player type who destroyed hearts that way—he was more the type who ignores you and vanishes. Exactly the kind of man I hate.

A giant asshole, like I said.

“Why the surprised tone?”

“Because you’re here alone.” I pointed at a random wall. “Where is she on the worst day of your life?”

“Not everyone has the availability of all those ex-boyfriends of yours who piled up at the funeral.”

I narrowed my eyes, tempted—thanks to the level of alcohol freely flowing in my bloodstream and the contempt I felt for that guy—to tell him to go fuck himself.

The same way Vitória gossiped about his life to me, I knew she gossiped about my life to him.

“So now you know my ex-boyfriends?”

“You post all of them on your Facebook. There’s no time to even like the post saying ‘Antonia Milani is in a relationship’ before you post that you’ve ended it.”

“Why do you have me on Facebook?” I furrowed my brow.

“Isn’t that what people do?”

“Nobody uses Facebook anymore.”

“I do.”

“Figures.”

I saw the muscle in his jaw tighten. He understood the insult perfectly, but he chose not to fire back. I was grateful for that, because he was great at firing back.

“Carina is a flight attendant. She had a flight with a long layover in Paris.”

I was surprised that his supposed girlfriend was someone interesting, because Dante’s life seemed like one endless stretch of monotony. I wanted to ask how they met, because they seemed like two opposite worlds. Someone who travels the world and someone obsessed with grapes. Didn’t make much sense, but it wasn’t like I cared anyway.

“Does she live in Mendoza?”

“Yes.”

“And they have an airport there?” My tongue was definitely bigger than my mouth, especially after all the wine I’d drunk.

“I’m going to pretend I didn’t catch your sarcasm, Antonia.”

I pressed my lips together, trying not to show any reaction.

“So you want to take the kids?”

I got back to the main point of this weird conversation. I raised my eyes from the floor and met Dante’s intimidating stare. He looked at me for way too long, which was extremely awkward.

“Could you meet all their needs?”

His gaze left my face and swept across my apartment. He knew the reality, because I knew Vitória was a world-class gossip. This apartment was rented, and I was two months behind on rent. How could I not be, with the salary I made at the agency? I could never stay at a job long enough to put down roots and grow professionally, because I never felt like I was in the right place—plus the debts piling up every month in an endless mountain of overdue bills.

My friends were already in high positions, married, with kids. I still didn’t even know if I wanted to be what I was.

I started Culinary Arts and dropped out.

I started Veterinary Medicine and dropped out.

I took courses in astrology, tarot, even painting.

I worked as a party entertainer, a receptionist, an English teacher for kids. There was a time I even worked at a movie theater.

The only degree I managed to finish, and the job that hadn’t become unbearable—yet—was in marketing. I liked being creative, but I hated the salary and the monotony.

I wanted to be so many things in life, but none of them involved being some kind of mother to my nephews.

And it wasn’t for lack of love. It was because I didn’t know how to raise them, how to be enough, because I wasn’t even enough for myself.

Dante knew that.

“That’s what I figured.”

I didn’t say a word, and that asshole was already pulling his smug attitude.

“And what do you know about raising kids, man?” I crossed my arms, trying to intimidate him.

“I know you need a safe, reliable, loving home.”

“You’re the opposite of loving.”

I had to press my lips shut again after letting that slip. His stare burned me one more time, I almost felt pain, no joke. Green eyes were so striking and mysterious, but in Dante’s case, they were just scary, cold, judging green eyes.

“And what do you know about me, Antonia?”

I opened my mouth twice, afraid of anything I might say. He was loving this situation, the asshole.

“That you’re not the kind of man who’d give my nephews shelter, love, and laughter. You’re not your brother.”

I regretted it the second it came out, but there was nothing left I could do about it. I saw Dante’s eyes widen, just slightly, surprised by my rude answer.

“I get the feeling I’ve heard that before. Deja vu?”

We sat in a cutting silence inside that room. The noise of cars passing on the avenue below was the only sound that made it in.

He wasn’t saying what I thought he was saying, right?

“You still haven’t gotten over that?” I tried to be funny, but when he set the bottle down on the coffee table, I ended up startled by the noise.

“You’re not your sister either. And no matter how hard you try, you’ll never be half the woman she is.”

What she was.

I had to summon supernatural strength not to start crying in front of Dante, not that I hadn’t already done that all day. I just didn’t want him to think I’d be shaken by whatever crap he decided to spew for his eternally wounded male ego.

I knew I’d never be half of what Vitória was, that wasn’t news. My sister was the most incredible creature of all. Meanwhile, I was arguing with her brother-in-law hours after watching her get cremated, while two orphaned kids had no idea what was happening.

This was the worst day of all, and Dante thought he had the right to torment me? The guy didn’t even cry for his own brother, wanted to take my nephews to Argentina to be raised by some random girlfriend who couldn’t even stay home, and he still wanted to torment me on this of all days?

“It was precisely because of this detestable personality of yours that I chose your brother over you.”

That was the worst I could give him, and I knew it well.

Dante stood still, staring at me like I was a ghost. His thumb went up to his stubbled beard, sliding over his jaw before the smuggest grin of all spread across his face.

“Don’t talk like you’re such a big deal, Milani.”

I stood numb on that rug, watching Dante get up from the couch and head for the door. Before he left, he turned his giant back and locked his eyes on me one last time.

“And the kids stay with me. End of story.”
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CHAPTER 3
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Antonia Milani

I MUST HAVE BEEN ONE of the first people in Brazil to download Tinder, almost ten years ago.

I was eighteen at the time and desperate to get a boyfriend. I found it amazing that everyone around me was already dating someone, except me. And whenever I did find someone halfway decent, within days I’d discover that even the halfway part didn’t work. They were all huge idiots, immature liars.

So the possibility of choosing men like a catalog, meeting someone through an app, chatting, setting up casual dates, and maybe finding my soulmate—that appealed to me a lot.

One week later, I was already discouraged by the products the app had to offer. Then, on some random Thursday, I was swiping through pictures of possible lucky guys when I saw a photo of a breathtaking man. Green eyes, a black and red plaid shirt, a shy smile at some table behind a big glass of wine.

Dante Albizia.

The name was as beautiful as the man.

Twenty-two years old. Argentine. Likes wine. Winemaker.

I actually had to look up what a winemaker was, because back then I didn’t know. I was so interested in this man that I got nervous and slammed a superlike on him. The match came in the same second, and I vibrated internally, careful not to show too much emotion, since I was working the reception desk at a dental clinic.

I was the one who sent the first message. Dante replied a few minutes later. We started talking, and I was surprised to learn that he actually lived in Argentina and was only in São Paulo for work, but that he was leaving that night.

He was really interesting, a cool guy—the kind that makes the hours of lost sleep worth it with the most hilarious conversations. Days later, we were already talking outside of Tinder. I remember always feeling a genuine wave of happiness when I saw he’d sent me a message. Dante’s life was pretty hectic; he worked at a winery, handled the tastings, lived out in the middle of nowhere. Over time, I learned more about his family, his brother, the father who wasn’t very present or affectionate, the mother who died in a car accident when he was only six years old.

I had never even seen him in person, and I was already head over heels for the guy. When Dante said he’d be coming back to São Paulo for a meeting and that we could set up a date, it was the greatest day of my short, uneventful life. I was so happy that Vitória took me to get my nails done, waxed, my hair done. She even bought me a gorgeous dress, being the incredible sister she always was. She worked as a salesgirl at a fancy ladies‘ clothing store—she couldn’t really afford to spend that much, but she wanted to see me happy, because I was totally in love with the guy.

I arrived at the hotel in a posh neighborhood in South Zone São Paulo feeling like a legitimate hottie in that black, flared dress that showed off my boobs. My self-esteem was a wreck; I never liked what I saw in the mirror, always felt too big, not feminine enough next to those other skinny, graceful girls. But that night... Ah! That night, I felt like I could take over the world and charm the guy I was completely charmed by.

The restaurant was one of those fancy places with dim lighting, candles on the table, and a minimalist menu with maximalist prices. I thought about turning around and going home, because Dante was too perfect to be real. He was the complete package: handsome, hardworking, charming, hot, successful.

I was... just me.

“Antonia?”

The deep, accented voice called my name in a way that made everything collapse inside me. Was my name even Antonia? Who was I? No idea. What did I eat today? Couldn’t remember.

I turned my neck and came face-to-face with the man from the photos that appeared on my phone every now and then. Dante was the shy type; he didn’t send tons of pictures of what he was doing, what he was eating, where he was. I was the needy type who loved attention and loved sharing the boring details of my daily life. He’d get a photo of the packed subway I took; he’d send me a grapevine. And when he sent something of himself, something turned over inside me, exactly the way I was feeling at that moment.

He looked exactly like his photos, which was one less thing to worry about. Now I only had the worry that he might be a serial killer, a psychopath, a human trafficking kingpin, or one of those blasé types who don’t like animals, kids, or romantic comedies.

And if there was one thing I liked about Dante, it was that he was hot. Like, that kind of hot. He could’ve walked right off to a Dior perfume commercial. His face was perfect: straight nose, light hair combed back, green eyes that shone even in the gloom of the restaurant, a square jaw. The package was complete with the way the white dress shirt hugged his athletic torso, the sleeves even a little tight around his biceps, which sent a little heat to the back of my neck.

He had to have some flaw, and he was definitely a psychopath, because there was no way I’d gotten that lucky. Men like that walk right past girls like me.

“Wow! Hi!”

I pressed my lips together, knowing I was a complete idiot who couldn’t formulate a decent first sentence for the guy I’d been talking to for all these months.

Dante looked confused, slightly disturbed. I felt terrible, thinking that his first reaction was because he saw who I really was.

“How did you do that thing with your eyes?”

I totally lost my composure. Flustered, I scratched the back of my neck.

“What do you mean?”

I played dumb, because it was all I had to work with right then.

Some people call it catfishing. I call it enhancement.

I’ll admit I fiddled a little with my Photoshop skills on my photos. Blue eyes here, a skinny body there, a thinner nose over there. I hadn’t planned on getting this close to some random guy from Tinder, and by the time I realized it, it was too late to come clean.

I’d been hoping, all those days waiting for this date, that I would be enough for Dante. Because I really, really wanted to be.

“It doesn’t matter,” Dante whispered, pulling out the chair next to him.

He pulled the chair out for me.

Wow. Now that was a man.

“How was the trip?” I decided to move forward, just being myself, since, after all, that was what had been keeping this man hooked on me for the last few months.

“Buena.”

Something exploded inside me when I heard him speak Spanish. It made everything even better. The cherry on top. The ice-cold beer on a Friday after work.

I nodded, holding back an excited, affected smile from being face-to-face with Dante. Damn, I never thought this would happen.

The waiter came over to drop off the menu and the wine list. Dante asked which wine he recommended, and it ended up in an extremely technical conversation about grape types, vintages, and notes. I didn’t understand a fucking thing about wine, but I thought it was sexy watching him like that.

I let him pick an appetizer too, since I didn’t know anything about fancy food. When the waiter walked away, I was excited to talk to him in person, to hear his voice live, to test if that connection we had worked face-to-face.

And nothing I wanted went the way I’d planned.

The only attitude from Dante that felt like the Dante I knew from messages was when he slid a gold-wrapped package across the table.

“For you.”

I picked up the package and smiled genuinely when I saw what it was.

Years ago, I went to Buenos Aires with my mom and Vitória. It was the only international trip we ever took, and I remember the incredible days I spent there. And an alfajor, too, whose taste I never forgot. I told Dante about it in one of our conversations, and he promised that the day we met, he’d bring me an alfajor from Capitán del Espacio.

“I can’t believe you got one! Thank you! Thank you so much!”

I could’ve bounced with happiness, but Dante just nodded.

And didn’t say another word.

And I’m not exaggerating—he really didn’t say another word. I tried to get blood from a stone, but the man looked like he didn’t want to be there at all. I suspect that if he were dealing with a locust storm in his vineyards, he’d be a lot happier than he was there with me.

And how could I blame him? I tricked him. With that face and body, his standards had to be stratospheric, and I was down around the Earth’s inner core.

That’s when everything changed. And all our lives were transformed from the moment Gregório, Dante’s brother, showed up at that restaurant.

“So, you’re the famous Antonia?”

Gregório was a very different figure from Dante. The only thing they had in common was the green eyes. Gregório was laid-back, had messy dark hair, wore a sporty hoodie, and flashed the biggest smile I’d ever seen on a face. He was the opposite of Dante. A little less handsome, too.

Dante had his chin resting on his hand, watching the show his brother was putting on meeting me. I wanted that same enthusiasm from the guy who knew everything about my thoughts and my life. I’d told Dante such personal things, and now it seemed like I was closer to his brother than to him. Even the waiter looked at me more intimately than that Argentine did.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Gregório.”

“Wow! You’re really beautiful.”

His smile came easily. The kind of person you don’t need much to start liking, the kind whose mere presence makes the atmosphere lighter. And, wow! We really needed a lighter atmosphere there.

“Thank you.” I was blushing, for sure.

“I’m gonna order a sandwich and get a drink over at the bar. Have fun.”

Gregório had less of an accent than Dante, probably because of how much he travelled. Dante said his brother handled the business side of the company and travelled a lot.

“You can sit with us.”

I turned my neck in a very ungraceful way when I heard what Dante had just said. He invited his brother to sit with us on our first date? Was that right?

Gregório opened his mouth a few times, his face a mix of indecision and doubt.

Mine probably looked the same.

“No, I’ll just—” Gregório pointed to the bar in the back.

“It would be a pleasure, Gregório.” I widened my smile and pointed to the chair next to me.

I could tell he tried to communicate telepathically with his brother. I knew, because I made that same face with Vitória. “What the fuck are you doing?” “Are you crazy?” A universal sibling language that Dante didn’t respond to, preferring to keep his eyes fixed on his wine glass.

I’d been there with him for half an hour, and all I’d managed to hear from his voice were a few words. He didn’t look at me, didn’t make an effort to talk, and even when I was speaking to him, his eyes never met mine. And there was nothing in life that irritated me more than people who don’t look you in the eye.

“So, how’s the date going?” Gregório probed.

“Great.”

“Wonderful.”

Pure irony, from both of us.

I started to get sad, because Dante had been incredible company during my boring days. He filled a place where I felt an absolute void, and I genuinely liked talking to him. My heart started to tighten because I understood that I had caused this myself when I decided to lie about my appearance. Nobody likes being deceived; I’d be really upset too. But deep down, all I could think was that even with the lie, it was still me, and he didn’t even try to see that.

Gregório saved that dinner from being a total disaster. He was very talkative, which apparently didn’t run in the family. Dante just sat there, stiff as a board, listening to our conversation without saying a word. Every now and then I’d catch him looking at me, but then his gaze would drift off to some other part of the room that wasn’t me.

I ended up drinking more wine than I was used to, and by the end of dinner, I couldn’t remember if I’d ever eaten such good food. Gregório was telling me about his last vacation in Ibiza, where he got drunk and woke up on a boat in Mallorca, not remembering a single thing he’d done. I was more relaxed, laughing. If the date was a washout, at least I’d enjoy the good food and Gregório’s pleasant company.

“I need to go,” Dante announced, already placing his linen napkin on the table. “Thank you for coming.”

He was unbelievable.

How did I ever think I could have a relationship with that guy? Or worse, that there was a real connection between us? I was such an idiot.

“Thanks for nothing.” I waved a hand, the alcohol already speaking for me.

Gregório’s eyes went wide, and he tried to hide his face behind his glass.

Dante wet his pink lips with the tip of his tongue, which sent a weird shiver down my neck. And then his eyes dropped to mine. I had the feeling that was the first time that night he’d really looked at me, and the experience wasn’t pleasant. His eyes, though bright, were as cold as an Alaskan winter. There was something there that intrigued me, but also scared me.

“Have fun with my brother.”

Dante must have had bipolar disorder or something, because that was the only thing that justified his actions that night.

He ignored me all evening, and now he was being sarcastic?

“You bet I will.”

Rejection meant redirection in my life. And the man who would walk all over me hadn’t been born yet.

I saw him nod and turn his back right after. He was just another asshole, no big deal. In a month, I wouldn’t even remember he existed.

“That was intense,” Gregório said with his mouth full of food.

“Is your brother always such an asshole like that?”

“He usually gets that way when he’s around pretty girls.”

I had the impression Gregório was hitting on me, but I figured it was paranoia on my part.

“I thought today was going to be really different from what it was,” I commented, disillusioned.

Disillusionment was a funny thing, because it only came from something we had no control over: the other person.

“What were you expecting?”

“I don’t know...” I shrugged. “But I even bought something new.” I tugged at the fabric of my dress, feeling like an idiot.

“It’s a beautiful dress.”

“Yeah, it is.”

We kept talking about our lives. Gregório’s was way cooler than mine, but he was a good listener and seemed entertained by my indecision about choosing a college and a career path. We kept drinking until we were drunk enough to think it was a good idea to extend the night at a nightclub on the same street as the hotel. Gregório even called Dante to ask if he wanted to come with us, but he was already asleep.

The guy ditched me with his brother to go to sleep.

I’m sure that date was God giving me a warning.

It was driven by that thought that I arrived at that nightclub, ready to cause some damage. And I did.

I took my limits and kicked them to Siberia.

And after a lot of booze, a ton of laughter, and a friendship sprouting between me and Gregório, I ended up doing the craziest thing I’d ever done in my entire life and hooked up with the brother of the guy I was head over heels for.

When I think about that night I spent with Gregório, the sense of death is imminent. It wasn’t a bad day at all, but as things unfolded, the situation got far too strange. I was angry at Dante, and maybe—just maybe!—that anger had been the fuel that made me wake up the next morning in his brother’s bed, hair a mess, my dignity swept under the rug.

Gregório was too much, the kind of person who radiates light, who wakes up smiling and softens even the most awkward situations. We even had breakfast together, talking about the weird thing we’d decided to do. The sex was good, but it still made me feel kind of strange, because that dress was supposed to have been taken off by the other brother.

I swore I’d never speak to either of them again on the way home. I even blocked Dante on everything so I wouldn’t give in to the smooth talk—digital smooth talk, that is—of that irritating Argentine. But by the end of that very same night, Gregório texted me, asking if I wanted to go to the movies with him.

It was easy to like Gregório, because he was an incredible person. He could talk about anything, he was funny, he had that special brightness of someone who genuinely cares about others. What a spectacular human being he proved to be during those days we went out. One of those days, he told me Dante wasn’t happy at all to find out we were seeing each other, but that he had to talk to his brother because he thought it was the right thing to do.

I chose not to say anything, but deep down, I loved knowing I’d managed to piss Dante off. It made up for all the expectation I’d placed on him, and his asshole attitude had ruined everything that night.

It was on a Sunday afternoon that I learned whoever laughs last laughs best. And that Dante would spend the rest of his life laughing at my expense.

I brought Gregório to my house, because on Sundays, my mom, Vitória, and I would have a barbecue. And Gregório loved barbecues, and he was alone in the city for work. The following week he’d go back to Mendoza and only return to São Paulo the month after. The barbecue was an excuse to introduce him to my sister and my mom, who were both eager to know who the man was that I’d been spending so much time with.

And then it happened.

Karma proved itself to be a bitch.

And I deserved it, to be honest.

I swear fireworks went off when Gregório and Vitória first saw each other. It was almost like a cheesy Valentine’s Day commercial. They just stood there, eyes locked on each other, mouths hanging open, unable to say a single word.

That Sunday afternoon, Gregório channeled Dante’s spirit and couldn’t say anything at all. My mom and Vitória didn’t get to see the funny, happy, affectionate guy he was, because he did exactly the same thing Dante had done to me, just standing there with a terrified look on his face, staring at my sister.

Before Sunday was over, we’d already talked about stopping whatever it was that we had.

Love happens in the most unexpected ways, that’s what I concluded from this whole story. And it took me falling for one guy and hooking up with his brother for my sister to find her soulmate.

And that’s how Dante earned the lifelong right to laugh in my face.

It still took about six months, a lot of crying on Vitória’s part, and even a serious fight between us when I found out she’d been hiding from me—from me!—that she was seeing Gregório. They wanted to spare me, as if I wanted to be spared. Dante had handled the situation just fine when he found out, so why would I make a scene? And, well, it was obvious from a mile away that Vitória and Gregório were soulmates.

Dante and I were just the path that led them together.

And now, we’d all be eternally linked.

​
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Antonia Milani

DR. LOPES’S OFFICE was clear across town, so getting there was a nightmare. He was the lawyer who’d handled my mother’s estate, which was funny because I already knew him, but I’d never asked his first name. I’d been too wrecked to ask back then. And now I was even more wrecked.

In the span of five years, I’d lost the two people I loved most in the world. And Dr. Lopes seemed to be the bearer of all the terrible news.

When I walked into his fancy office—with the bottomless espresso machine, by the way the best coffee I’ve ever had—snooty secretaries in stilettos and floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city, I was directed to the main room. I’d hoped never to see Dr. Lopes again in my life, maybe in the event of a divorce, if I was shooting high. Not that I could ever afford this guy’s services if I decided to leave my hypothetical husband. But here I was again. Broken. Destroyed. Face wrecked from crying all night.

Dante was sitting in the chair across from Dr. Lopes, both of them holding coffee cups, silence reigning in the room.

“Miss Milani.” Dr. Lopes stood up the moment he saw me.

He was a short man, white hair always slicked back, wearing suits that probably cost as much as a compact car.

“Dr. Lopes.” I nodded and went to shake his hand. “I forgot to thank you yesterday for coming to the funeral.”

“I’m so sorry for your loss. Gregório and Vitória were special people.”

I had to bite the tip of my tongue to feel something sharper than that ache. It didn’t work. I nodded two or three more times before collapsing into the chair next to Dante.

He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye but said nothing. Then again, how could he, after that pathetic scene yesterday? I shouldn’t have talked to him like that. Not after the shit day we’d had. Not after the two people we loved most in the world had left us.

It scared me, realizing that Dante and I were alone in the world. We had no family left except the kids. Well, he still had his father and that girlfriend of his, but I find it hard to call someone family when they don’t show up when you need them most.

I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye too, watching his ramrod-straight posture, his chin tilted toward the window, like it was some mental challenge he’d set for himself not to look at me.

Asshole.

Especially in that red and black flannel shirt. São João was months ago—somebody should tell him.

“I imagine you two can guess why I called you both here.” Dr. Lopes began, twirling his fancy pen between his fingers.

I dropped my eyes to a gold plaque that caught my attention: Dr. Sebastian Lopes. Had that plaque always been there? Dr. Lopes’s name was Sebastian? It didn’t suit such a refined man.

“It’s about the kids, right?” Dante asked.

Dr. Lopes—Sebastian—nodded. Thinking about the lawyer’s name made my heart clench as I remembered Ceci. She loved that crab from The Little Mermaid.

“No one ever thinks tragedy can strike at any second, it’s perfectly natural, but Gregório and Vitória didn’t plan ahead for this. There’s no guardian named to take custody of the children, and as Gregório’s lawyer and friend, I know the Albizia and Milani families boil down to the two of you.”

I had to bite my lip to keep from crying right there. My hands shook.

Alone. Forever.

I watched the glass of water in front of Dante slide across the polished oak table until it sat in front of me, pushed by two long fingers.

My sob must have escaped, for him to show that much care.

“You’re the children’s godparents, and aside from their parents, you’re the closest people to them. We need to settle the details regarding custody and also the inheritance, which remains under the legal guardian’s responsibility until the children come of age. Have you two discussed this situation?”

I searched for Dante’s eyes, but he still wouldn’t look at me.

I’d done a lot of thinking last night, after that stupid argument we had in the living room. Obviously my biggest concern was how my nieces and nephew would be raised. Dante was nowhere near ready to raise two kids with affection, respect, and love. I’d seen him, with my own eyes, walk past a puppy without even mustering a simple “Aw,” while me, Gregório, and Ceci were already rolling on the floor with that ball of fluff Vitória had bought as a gift for her daughter.

And me? I had no idea what I was doing with my life either. I loved them more than anything, but I knew raising kids took more than love. They needed school, healthy food, clothes, health care, toys, trips. And all of that cost a lot of money. Rivers of money. And the only person equipped to handle that was Dante.

“We talked yesterday, but we didn’t reach an agreement.”

I gave Dante a sarcastic look. Talked? All he did yesterday was say he’d take my nieces and nephew away, then stormed out of the house.

“Would you like to keep the children, Miss Milani?”

“I...” My voice and my courage failed me, because for the first time all day, Dante decided to look at me. And it was intense. “I love my nieces and nephew.”

“There are other options too. Joint custody, perhaps?” Dr. Lopes suggested.

I scratched my scalp.

“My life isn’t good enough for kids. I’m not good enough for them,” I whispered the last part, because I’d spent the whole night coming to that conclusion. It was just shameful to admit. “I have some concerns about how Dante will take care of them and raise them, but... he’s the best choice for them.”

I burst into tears, and it wasn’t pretty. Even Dante reached over and put his hand on my shoulder. Dr. Lopes offered me his handkerchief, which I gratefully accepted.

I didn’t know if this was what Vitória would have wanted from me. And the feeling of failing my sister was horrible, because she had never failed me. Never.

“Miss Milani, we can reschedule for another time. It’s clear you’re very upset.”

“I just want them to be loved,” I said to Dante, who was closer than I’d realized. “Don’t be a stranger to them.”

Dante nodded but said nothing.

“Do we have a decision?” Dr. Lopes pressed.

I felt the despair take root in my heart. Drowning in guilt. Overwhelmed by grief.

Would I be disappointing Vitória by choosing this? Was this what she expected of me? To take care of her children? To deprive them of a life with the best of everything? She took care of me more than any older sister should have had to, and I wouldn’t do the same for her kids.

I blinked, feeling two tears roll down the cold skin of my cheeks.

“We need to discuss a few more details. Can we reschedule for tomorrow?” Dante asked, but his body was already out of the chair, his big, rough hand on my elbow.

He wanted me to stand up? Was that it?

“Fine.”

I was still a little stunned as he dragged me out of that office, past the hallway full of Dr. Lopes’s awards and the espresso machine I hadn’t even gotten to enjoy. I only started breathing again when Dante and I were alone in the elevator.

“You can take your hands off me now.”

It was still a mystery why I felt the need to be so incredibly rude to Dante. My guess was the rejection and the sudden breakdown of the connection we’d built while texting. I don’t handle rejection well. And Dante’s was one of the most painful. To fix that, I’d have to dedicate a lot of therapy time to him and... Honestly? With sessions costing two hundred reais, a dead mother, and now a dead sister and brother-in-law, being an assistant to a twenty-one-year-old, nearly thirty with zero financial or emotional stability, no boyfriend, no husband, and no hope of ever having a family—Dante was number 10,540 on my list of problems.

“With pleasure.”

I trembled with rage when I heard that, but I stood my ground, since I was the one who started it.

The elevator was fast and hit -3 before I could sort out my thoughts and feelings. Dante walked out first, signaling the driver for the car.

“Where are we going?”

“To talk.”

“We can talk here.”

“Yeah, but I need air. Don’t you?”

I didn’t argue, because I couldn’t. I just wanted to go back to breathing the way I did before that goddamn phone call. But as soon as the white car pulled up, I knew I’d never be able to do that again.

It was just a car, but it was enough to make me fall apart all over again.

Dante was driving Vitória’s car. The car she got as a sixth-anniversary present. A Mercedes SUV that made her, in her words, “look like the hot mom who goes to Pilates and drinks a red berry and cranberry smoothie.” She was that kind of person, the kind who made fun of everything, even her own life, because yes, she was the Pilates mom with money to burn, but she was also a lot of other things. She owned a clothing store, was the best-dressed person I’d ever seen on the planet, was a great friend, the kind who tells you hard truths in a motherly tone that makes you feel safe. She was the person who always had spare change to give to anyone who asked on the street, because she felt grateful to have so much and be able to help those in need.

Vitória was everything to me, and now I only had memories of who she was.

“It was the only car at the house.”

Dante’s tone was an explanation. Normally I’d blame him for everything, but he wasn’t at fault for this. It was just a car.

“I really need that air now.”

I sniffled loudly, wiping my nose with the back of my hand.

“I’ll take care of it.”

Dante started driving through the chaotic streets while I tried to control my crying and my breathing. Every now and then, I glanced sideways at the enormous figure that was Dante sitting there. His body was bulky, sure, but his presence filled every atom of that space. It was like having him imprinted on my skin.

Which made me think: while I was falling apart in tears, he remained stoic. Had he even cried? Was his grief worse than mine, but he only knew how to feel it when he was alone? That would be just like him. Showing weakness wasn’t something Dante Albizia did.

It wasn’t long before Dante handed the car to a valet in front of one of those organic, overpriced bakeries. The place was pretty quiet, just one table occupied. I followed him to the outdoor area, where the tables were under a jabuticaba tree. The soft breeze of that sunny morning was the comfort I needed after everything that had happened.

We ordered avocado toast to eat. Orange juice for me. Black coffee, no sugar, for him. Typical.

“You want to keep the kids? This time we need to talk seriously, like adults. No insults, no ugly faces, none of that.”

I crossed my arms, feeling my eyebrow take on a life of its own as I showed my deep aversion to that little speech.

“I wasn’t the one who started it.”

Dante took a deep breath, covering his face with his hands.

“Fine, fine,” I continued, hands up. “I just want what’s best for them, Dante.”

“So do I.”

“And I want my sister to be happy with this choice.”

“You don’t think she’d be happy seeing me with them?”

“I think she’d be worried.” I was brutally honest and tried to explain. “You see a problem and you want to fix it. Your brother died, you were organizing the funeral, the paperwork, everything. Your nieces and nephew are orphans, and you’ve already thought of everything—who’ll take care of them, where they’ll live. I’m sure you’ve already called someone to paint their room, buy curtains and toys.”
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