
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Secret She Kept

        

        
        
          Sera Blackmoor

        

        
          Published by Sera Blackmoor, 2025.

        

    


Copyright © 2025 by Sera Blackmoor

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PROLOGUE
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WE'D BEEN IN THE HOSPITAL for over two hours. Bruno had been seen, and all the other friends seemed very worried about him. I was also worried about Bruno, and also about Diogo. I was worried about Diogo, who seemed quite tense. And restless. He sometimes sat in the white armchair in the waiting room or went outside to smoke another cigarette. On one of these occasions, I went to the window and watched him through the glass. He was talking on the phone while puffing smoke from his mouth, which billowed in circles into the air. I was genuinely worried. I returned to my seat. I'd already been seen by then, but the doctor had ordered a series of tests. I'd taken them and now I was just waiting for the results. After another thirty minutes, my name was called, and I headed back to the doctor's office. I was calm. I knocked on the door, which was ajar, and the kind woman's voice immediately told me to come in.

“Excuse me,” I said before obeying her request and her indication for me to sit down. “Thank you.”

"So, Elena, how are you feeling now?" the black-haired woman asked. She looked to be in her early forties. She had a warm smile and an elegant posture, even while sitting.

"I feel much better, doctor," I folded my hands in my chest. "Thank God I'm fine. I only scratched my face a little, but... I feel fine."

"You're lucky, young lady." She smiled, and I could see the wrinkles around her brown eyes. "It could have been worse. Well, Elena, I'm looking at your scans, and I don't know if you know, but"— this time she looked at me— "you're pregnant."

How it is?!

"Pregnant, me?" I jumped up, startled, and nearly fell out of my chair. The doctor looked at me and patiently folded her hands. She must have been used to that kind of reaction by now.

"Yes, my dear, pregnant. About three or four weeks. Nothing more than that... but since I'm not an obstetrician, I can't give you precise details about your pregnancy status. I suggest you see a professional and start your prenatal care right away."

She spoke and I blinked, still trying to absorb what she had said seconds ago.

— Elena?

— Pregnant? Um, are you really sure? I mean, what if it's a misunderstanding? Couldn't there have been some mistake or even some error in the exam?

"Well, I don't think that's likely to happen. Blood tests are almost never wrong," he explained. He must have sensed I wasn't thrilled with the news. "But as I said, it's a good idea to see an obstetrician. We have excellent professionals. You can go to reception right now and make an appointment with one of them. If you'd like, I can make a recommendation."

I held my breath for a moment. I was speechless. What if I wasn't pregnant? What if the doctor was wrong?

"This child wasn't planned, was it?" She gave me a new look of understanding. "Well, I know these things happen. No contraceptive method is completely safe, and things often get out of hand. If you're not truly prepared, you can give your baby up for adoption. Many pregnant women do this, and I think it's admirable."

“No,” I murmured, confused. “Give up my baby? No way. Of course I’m going to have him and keep him. I’m going to be the mother. I would never consider such a thing.”

There was an awkward silence in the office, and I couldn't gather my thoughts. Maybe the doctor was wrong. Sure, my period was late, but I couldn't be pregnant!

— Great... well, Elena, that's all. You're fine. You're in good health and will live for many years to come.

“Thank you,” I murmured as I stood up.

After receiving the doctor's recommendation and saying goodbye, I left the office. I considered scheduling an appointment with an obstetrician as soon as I got back to the reception area, but then I found some of Diogo's friends sitting in the chair and decided against it. From their conversation, I could tell Bruno's condition wasn't as serious as it seemed. Thank goodness. I felt more relieved. But now I thought about my conversation with the doctor a few minutes ago. What would I tell Diogo? That I was pregnant? What if he didn't approve? I was scared. And worst of all: what if Diogo didn't give me any more freedom because I was pregnant with him? And then, in that case, what would become of me and the baby? Would I have to be tied to Feroz forever? Well, maybe I wasn't pregnant at all. Maybe the doctor was wrong. I wished she was wrong.

Diogo appeared a few minutes later, his face, though handsome, quite drawn. He had only a bandage on his forehead. He looked at me and silently took steps toward me.

"Is everything okay?" I managed to ask, and something in his eyes told me otherwise. Something was happening, and I wasn't sure what. He seemed to be thinking about what to say.

“You have to go, Elena,” he murmured, looking uneasy. “You have to leave for good.”

"Leave? But isn't Bruno better already? I... I don't understand... why do I have to leave? I'll stay with you." I touched his arm, wishing he was close.

— You don't understand. You have to go. I want you to go.

I was speechless, staring at him. Diogo was talking, but nothing he said seemed to make sense to me. Only the words "you have to go" were hammering in my head.

"Elena," she sighed before gripping my shoulders with both hands, "It won't work between us, you need to stay away. For your own good. You need to get your life back. Isn't that what you've always wanted?"

I just stared at him and confusion must have been increasingly evident on my face.

— Please — my tears began to well up in my eyes — Don't do this, Diogo...

He pulled away and seemed to get irritated all of a sudden. He seemed to see me as the clingy girlfriend who couldn't accept the breakup.

"You have to go, for your own good. Please don't complicate things any further."

— And where am I going?

— Anywhere far from me. That's how it has to be. I know I'd love to have her with me, but I can't. I don't want her to be in any more danger. I can't bear it.

— But... what if I don't want to? Have you ever asked yourself that?

"You have to go. What the fuck... It's decided, damn it!" He turned his back on me and walked away. He walked away, and I didn't need to look around to know that the people nearby were listening to our discussion. They must have felt sorry for me. Poor girl who had just been dumped by her boyfriend. Poor humiliated girl who had still tried to force the issue...

Diogo didn't want me anymore. It was obvious. He'd told me to leave. I just couldn't understand why all this if Bruno would be okay. In fact, I couldn't think straight. Tears blurred my vision, leaving me seeing only a blur. I couldn't contain the sobs that followed. I put both hands to my face, as if that act could hide me from everyone watching. Some guys seemed to move away; they must have been embarrassed. No one wanted to see me cry. But no one came to my aid either. I thought that if Bruno were there, he would certainly do so. I slumped in the empty chair, feeling alone and abandoned. My face was still hidden in my hands. I was so fragile... why did Diogo have to tell me to leave now? Why didn't he want my company anymore? Did he hold me responsible for what had happened to Bruno?​

"Don't cry for any man, my dear," I heard a voice say. It sounded like an elderly woman's. "You're so young and beautiful."

"Thank you," I murmured, sniffling. I exhaled. I tried to control my tears and the pain throbbing in my chest. I knew Diogo wanted to protect me from the danger that being with him could pose, but I was still devastated. I got up and left. I wasn't even going to say goodbye. I hurried out of the hospital, and before I reached the street, I felt someone behind me.

— Hey, lady, wait!

— Leave me alone!

"Feroz told me to drop you off at home to get your things. Where do you want me to take you?" The voice belonged to Alvim, and as he approached me, I got a better look at him.

— I don't need anyone to take me home!

— Either you accept my ride or you'll have to accept Chucky's. Which do you prefer?

I stopped and thought for a moment. Those friends of Diogo's were so strange... Without much choice, I let myself follow him. I glanced back in time to see Diogo meters away. Our eyes met for the last time, and it felt like an eternity. Diogo was so handsome, but at the same time, his gaze was so sad and distant. He looked away, and I felt like crying again. But it wasn't worth it. Diogo didn't want me anymore, and I had to accept it. What we'd experienced would remain only in our memories. And I wouldn't go back.​
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CHAPTER 1
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BRUNO

I OPENED MY EYES AND felt a deep sense of discomfort as I blinked again. My vision was a little blurry, and it took me a few more seconds to identify who was now in front of me. Diogo... yes, it was him. He was sitting in what resembled an armchair, and he seemed to be examining me. Yes, he was staring at me. His eyes seemed calm, as if he were at peace. They always looked like that when Feroz had a scare and then reflected on how he'd gotten over it. I wanted to laugh. We were friends, we'd been through a lot of good and bad together, and I prided myself on sometimes feeling like I knew him almost like I knew myself. I looked around and had the impression I was in a hospital. Shit. It was a crappy hospital. And I was lying in a bed. I spotted one of my legs immobilized, propped up just above the bed, and looked at my arms. One of them was also immobilized. Damn. That wasn't a good sign.

"Welcome back, friend." Diogo patted my shoulder, and only then did I realize he was already near me. He wasn't smiling, but his gaze was comforting and his voice was measured now. "How are you feeling?"

"Oh, man, don't tell me I'm in a hospital," I muttered, concluding that I really was in a bad way, as my voice was cracking and low. And I wouldn't be there if nothing had happened. It was then that I remembered the accident, but Diogo's voice quickly interrupted me:

"It's better than a cemetery, bro," he scoffed, and for the first time laughed. He sat on the edge of the bed, smiling briefly but genuinely. I remembered the accident again. All I remembered was that we were in the car. Diogo, Elena, and I. Elena... we had gone to rescue her. Jerry had taken her, and that perky blonde girl, Lia... Yes, her name was Lia, Elena's friend, she had seen everything and had returned to the club in despair, reporting everything. Diogo had already left by then— he had left earlier, saying he was going to take care of some family matter. So when the blonde girl returned, desperate, it caught my attention. She had told me her friend had been taken. I went to the mansion and soon received a call from Jerry. Diogo and Elena had already broken up, but I knew he cared. He would care about Elena and certainly wouldn't let any of his enemies harm her. We knew Jerry was just trying to provoke and wouldn't overstep his bounds, but we couldn't risk it. After all, it was an innocent woman's head that was rolling. So, extremely irritated, Diogo called the guys. An hour later, we arrived at the dump, where Elena was. Actually, it was a storage facility. I stayed in the car and sometime later breathed a sigh of relief when I saw Diogo return with the girl in his arms. She looked nervous, but seemed fine. So I started the car. However, to my surprise, something went wrong, and I lost control. We crashed. And I couldn't remember anything else... Now I squeezed my eyes shut and opened them again.​

"Bruno?" Diogo was still staring at me. He was certainly trying to understand my confused feelings.

— Is everyone okay? — I wanted to know.

"Okay. Everyone. Elena's fine. The turtledove only got a few scratches. Can you believe it?" he laughed proudly. "Girl with a lot of strength! I'm enchanted with her! And I'm fine too. We're all fine. As you can see, only you got all broken. I only got a stupid injury." He pointed to his own face.

I looked at Diogo and for the first time in minutes I found it funny.

— This is kind of scary, huh. Something Chucky-style.

He made a face and gave me the middle finger.

"It's still better than this broken leg," he replied. We were still laughing. But suddenly something worried me.

— Diogo?

— What is it?

— Is everything really okay? I mean... with me?

— Yeah. Why wouldn't I be? Relax. The doctor said it was just a fracture. You're tough, too. You'll just... um, you'll just need surgery, but it'll be quick. And you'll have to get a plate, bro. Sorry, there was nothing I could do.

— License plate? Holy shit.

"But everything will be fine. The important thing is that you're alive. And here in front of me. You know, the general also suffered a fracture like that once and had to have a plate inserted. It wasn't serious. Even with this thing on your body, you can live well. As long as it doesn't interfere with sex, everything will be fine."

"Get in the way of sex," I scoffed. "You're full of shit, Diogo." I laughed, a little relieved, thinking about that theory Diogo had invented. Sex. I wasn't worried about sex. I was more worried about my health.

"Be careful what you say, okay? I might forget you're disabled and break your jaw," he threatened.

— Yeah, I hope everything turns out okay — I lay back on the bed, thinking that I was alive and that was all that mattered.

“You’ll be fine,” he punched me lightly on the shoulder. “And, man, you’re going to have to pay dearly for making me cry like a little faggot in the car. You’re going to pay dearly for this, bro.”

— What's up? — I laughed again — Diogo Del Rei crying like a little deer? Oh, I couldn't miss it for anything.

After some silence, I thought about the group again.

— And how are you guys? No tragedy happened, did it?

Diogo rubbed his face.

"Everyone's fine. The car went to the forensic department, and we'll soon find out if the accident was natural or not. If it wasn't, I'll go after the damage, bro."

— Do you think it could have been sabotaged?

— That won't surprise me.

I nodded.

"I have to go now, Bruno. I have to stop by and take a shower. I'm a mess. Someone's going to stay here with you."

— And Elena? Is everything okay with her? You barely mentioned her.

"Elena is... well, she just had to... um, she had to leave." He looked away, looking uncomfortable now. "I mean, I sent her away. Again. But this time I mean it. And don't give me that look, Bruno, damn it, I know I'm a jerk sometimes, but at least this time I was a conscious jerk. I couldn't keep her with me, okay? And subject her to this kind of life I have. I asked her to go. Period. For her own good."

I was silent for a while, considering the idea. I knew Diogo liked the girl, that what he felt for her was genuine.

"She'll be safer away from me, Bruno, you know... we know... She needs to get her life back. And I'm a big son of a bitch. I don't want to feel bad every time something happens to her."

— But she loves you too.

Diogo blinked and avoided looking at me. Deep down, he must have been devastated. I knew he was.

"And you need to get out of that bed right now, you idiot." He punched my good leg. "I got the call from the orphanage. We're going to find the kids, and I want you with us."

— You're changing the subject.

"Oh, whatever. I'm not thinking about it anymore. I released Elena, and that's it. Like I said, it was for her own good. Do you have any idea how much effort I put in?"

I thought about it. Yeah, I had no idea. But maybe it was my time to let Aninha go too. If I really liked her, I should do it.

DIOGO

THE PHONE RANG, AND I said goodbye to Bruno before leaving him alone in the room. On the way, I put the phone to my ear. I knew it was Tony. He'd called me moments before.

— Diogo, it's me — said the deep voice on the other side.

— Hey. Any news?

— We took the car to the shop as soon as the police released it. The mechanic noticed the brake cable was a bit loose at first glance, but as you asked, he told him not to touch anything. Not until the expert arrives. The expert has already called and said he's on his way. What's the next step?

"I'm leaving the hospital and heading over there to monitor everything closely, but I need someone to stay with Bruno. Jiraya will stay for now. I want to go home and take a shower." I put my free hand on the back of my neck and closed my eyes as I sighed slowly. "I'm exhausted, man. And I have a fucking headache."

— Is Bruno better?  

"Yes, but he'll have to undergo surgery. And Traquinas? Did you get a hold of him? Jiraya will need him. I have to go now, I need to talk to Alvim."

— Okay, I'll be there in half an hour.

I hung up and immediately dialed the other number. Alvim answered on the other end, and I could hear music playing in the background.

— Hey, boss.  

“What the hell is that noise?” I grumbled, my head throbbing, and he seemed to turn the volume down.

— You can speak now.

— Where are you? Have you arrived at the bus station yet?

— Not yet, but I'm already on my way to it.

— How's the girl? Did you help her with things?

— Oh yes, it may not seem like it, but I'm also kind and helpful.

— Okay. And seriously, tell me how she is. Does she look okay?

— She's fine. I'm on speakerphone now, so she can hear our conversation.

I thought about it for a bit. What an idiot. So Elena could now hear me all worried about her?

— Turn off the speakerphone, animal — I ordered.

— Okay, okay.

I heard some noises and realized Alvim was fiddling with something. It must have been the speakerphone.

— All right. You can talk.

"I want you to take her and not leave her alone." I checked the time on my wrist. "It's late. Don't move until she's safely on the bus. Understand?"

— Got it, it's okay, leave it to me.

— And don't mind her bad mood. She must hate me right now. It will pass. She'll want to be alone, but don't let her. Do you hear me?

— Don't worry. Trust me.

— He said it. We'll talk later.

I hung up the phone and put it in my pants pocket. I felt something strange in my chest. Elena was leaving. I had sent her away. But this time there wasn't much of a choice. I couldn't feel good about the idea that I could ruin her life. Now she was leaving for good. Damn it. I was sick, but I couldn't put her in any more danger. She didn't deserve to pay for my crimes. She didn't deserve to accompany me in my nightmares. Elena deserved a peaceful, healthy life, far away from me. I wouldn't make her happy, I knew that. I had nothing to offer her except my dirty money. I couldn't subject her to so many bad things, and to my enemies as well. What Jerry had done that night was nothing more than a warning. Just a warning. But the bastard would pay dearly. I would end his race. Because of all that, we almost died, and Bruno had the accident. Bruno could have died too. Elena could have died. I could have died, but it would have been much worse if one of them had died in my place. It would have been... terrifying. I took a deep breath. This was how it would be. Elena would be much better off away from me. She could start over and do what she so desperately wanted to do. She could get a new home and a new job. She could live in peace, without fear, without insecurity. She could be happy. She would certainly be happier away from me.​

***
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SOMETIME LATER, I LOOKED at the Audi in front of me. I suspected sabotage. And the expert with me didn't rule it out either, especially after seeing the brake cable loose, as if it had been cut. The car was dented, but not destroyed. It would only take a little time in the shop and it would be as good as new, but I didn't care about the car's condition, only about the cause of the crash. My vehicles were new and in good condition. They were all well-maintained, and nothing like that had ever happened before. And Bruno had never lost control. I watched the expert and noticed that his expression was thoughtful, and that his assessment wasn't good.​

“So, doctor?” I asked, both hands buried in the pockets of my charcoal pants. “What do you think?”

"There's probably something wrong. We'll have to collect some materials and take them for testing. I don't know, those loose wires... but I can't say for sure. You said the car is new and that you always have it serviced, but you never know. These repair shops these days... we need to know if the cable just broke on its own or not."

— And how long will it take for the results to come out?

— About thirty days. Nothing more than that.

I looked at the Audi with its slightly battered bodywork and considered my next steps.

— Okay, thirty days.

— I may even be able to arrange a shorter period, but I give you my word that it will not be longer than that.

I retrieved one hand from my pocket and rested it on my chin, feeling thoughtful.

"Actually, Doctor, I want the job done right. I don't care if it takes thirty or a little longer. I just want everything to be clear. I trust your work."

— Thank you, Mr. Del Rei, I promise to do my best.

After a while, I fired the expert and asked for discretion. From the way he looked at me and nodded, I could tell he would take my request seriously, as if it were a summons. Not a threat. I didn't like threatening anyone for any reason, but I couldn't do anything if the expert seemed afraid. I knew he didn't look like a criminal. He was a mafioso, often dangerous, but he didn't know that either.

"Ah... damned addiction!" I threw the damn cigarette pack away as I walked toward the couch. It was still early morning. I'd started smoking again since the week of Carol's party, and after my breakup with Elena, the nicotine cravings had intensified. I hated feeling dependent and at the mercy of an addiction. I hated the idea that it could control me. My relationship with alcohol was different; I didn't feel controlled by the shots of whiskey I drank, although I often agreed I was drinking too much. But when I went too far, I humbly surrendered and stopped. Just stopped. Irritated, I plopped down on the couch in the right corner of the living room. It was white and comfortable. I had already returned home for the second time. I lifted both feet, which were snug inside my Italian shoes, and rested them on the coffee table. I closed my eyes and relaxed. I wanted to get those events out of my head for a while.​

"Elena... where are you?" I remembered her last smile and her almond eyes looking into mine. Her delicious scent and her soft body. "Ah, little turtledove... you have no idea how much I wanted to be with you."
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CHAPTER 2
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ELENA

ALVIM WAS DRIVING AN Audi. Yes, I think it was an Audi. A black Audi, impeccable. Diogo had a bunch of those cars, and I knew now that this one in particular was armored. So that meant I was safe now, even though I wasn't with Feroz. For me, it was always safer to be with Diogo. He had the ability to make me feel safe and at ease. And even when he was insecure about something, he didn't show it. He always maintained the feeling that everything was under control and that everything would be fine. But Diogo wasn't there now, and he was certainly too bitter by then to be able to provide security for me. His henchman next to me was talking to someone on speakerphone. Judging by the intimacy he seemed to have, the person on the other end must have been another member of the gang. I didn't recognize the voice, but I knew it was one of them. Maybe it was Tony or Romão. Jiraya wasn't Jiraya, because he had a softer, less husky voice. Chucky wasn't Chucky either. His voice was as frightening as his own appearance. It wasn't Traquinas, who almost had no voice, it came out so low and strange...​

—...Bruno will be discharged in a few days. I heard the doctors say. The guy's fine. But even so, Feroz will need someone trustworthy and competent to help him manage the programming and administrative duties," he said on the other end, and I thought it must be Tony or Romão. One of the two.

"I get it, idiot. I'm going to hang up now. Diogo's calling me," Alvim replied, driving skillfully. He didn't seem to care about traffic tickets. He must have also forgotten I was beside him, or maybe he was just ignoring that fact. But he'd mentioned Diogo. My heart raced. So Diogo would get on the line? I wasn't ready to hear him. I was so angry at him. No... I wasn't. I missed him. I'd barely gotten out of the hospital and I was already dying of longing... I wanted to hear his voice, smell his musky aftershave, feel the velvety touch of his hand, the sparkle in his eyes watching me... I took a deep breath. Damn it. I shouldn't even want to hear him! Not after the way he'd treated me hours ago, as if I were a burden in his life. Diogo had been insensitive and cold to me. He made me cry. He treated me as if he didn't love me and didn't want to be with me. I took a deep breath. I was finally leaving all that torment behind. It was a fact that I was in love, but it was also true that our relationship was going nowhere. We had no future together, as he had said. No hope or future together.​

"Alvim, where are you?" Diogo's husky, well-toned voice came in, pulling me from my reverie while simultaneously making me shiver. I stopped to listen to the conversation that was beginning. I didn't understand why, but Alvim kept the speakerphone on.

“Hey, boss,” the blond man next to me replied, as he seemed to be heading down a new path.

— What the fuck is that noise?

Alvim stretched his arm out a little and lowered the radio. He spoke again.

— You can speak now.

— Where are you? Have you arrived at the bus station yet?

— Not yet, but I'm already on my way to it.

— How is the girl? Did you help her get her things? Did you help her with her bags?

— Yes, it may not seem like it, but I'm also kind and helpful — he laughed, as if he was the only one who found the joke funny.

— Beauty. And... seriously, now tell me how she is. Does she look okay?

— Oh, yes, it's great. I'm on speakerphone now, so she can hear our entire conversation.

There was silence and I wondered if the call had dropped or if Feroz was thinking before answering.

— Turn off the speakerphone, animal — Diogo ordered.

— Okay, okay.

Alvim started fiddling with his cell phone and I noticed he was trying to turn off the speakerphone.

— All right. You can talk.

And that was the end. I couldn't hear the conversation anymore. I couldn't hear Diogo's voice or know what he was saying about me. I didn't pay attention to what the henchman beside me was saying, but from his monologues, he was simply taking orders. Then he seemed to say goodbye. Another silence hung in the air, and I wondered if Diogo would have said something or a few words directly to me if we'd had the chance. I would have loved for him to call me back. Or perhaps have Alvim take me back to him. But that didn't happen, and it was proof that Diogo was willing to finish what he'd started. And now I was the one who no longer wanted him. And I wouldn't come back. Never again. My eyes filled with tears. I brought both hands to my face and wished I could escape this new nightmare. I wanted to forget that I had ever met Diogo and had ever had a relationship with him. I wanted to stop loving him, to stop caring what he thought, or stopped thinking, about me. If he didn't want me, I should forget him too. Or at least try. I'd certainly be much better off away from him.​

***
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WHEN THE CAR FINALLY parked at the bus station, we got out, and Alvim looked around, as if alert for anything to happen or someone approaching. He was also kind enough to help me with my bags. I thanked him.

"They're heavy, miss," he laughed, and I realized he wasn't really a bad guy. In fact, none of them were exactly what you'd expect from a despicable individual. They didn't seem like vicious killers or ruthless kidnappers. Except Chucky. I knew he was capable of anything, even killing his girlfriend.

I looked at the blond man in front of me. Alvim was handsome. He had pleasant features and silky hair. His eyes were blue. He was the only one in the group with colored eyes. His voice wasn't frightening or striking, but he could be considered attractive. He didn't have Diogo's masculine good looks or Feroz's charisma and elegant bearing. If Alvim was a hero, Diogo was a Greek god.​

"Are you staying here?" I asked, looking around. The bus station was busy, and I wanted to feel free as soon as possible.

"Ferocious told me to put you on the bus. He wants to make sure you get out of town and stay safe, young lady. I think that's it."

"Well," I thought, and for a moment the resentment grew again. "You can tell your boss I don't need his care! Or a babysitter. I'm a grown-up and I know how to take care of myself."

"A nanny?" Alvim knitted his pale eyebrows together and couldn't help but laugh. Perhaps he was laughing at the way I spoke. He didn't seem like a bad guy, but he was obviously a member of the mob, and I couldn't trust him. He was, above all, a criminal. Just like Diogo was. But Diogo was different... well, I couldn't even explain it, but he was different. Feroz was different.

— You're very funny, young lady. Nanny? Me of all people? Calling me nanny?

I rolled my eyes in annoyance and sighed, thinking about grabbing the last of my luggage from the trunk, but the blond gently stopped me.

— Let me do it. They must be heavy.

— Thank you very much, but you can go now, I'll be fine. I'm serious.

— I'd love to, but I can't. Which bus are you taking? Where are you going? Búzios? Cabo Frio? Macaé?

Alvim was already wanting to know too much. I decided to throw him off the scent. It wouldn't be good if one of Diogo's friends knew my whereabouts. I was now determined to be free of everyone. So I decided to confuse him.

— I'm going to spend some time at my uncle's house in Búzios.

"It's far. I think it'll take all night to get there. But I'm checking the bus schedules from here, and yours seems to be leaving in fifteen minutes. Well, it looks like we're going to be grounded."

"I think I'd better go. Seriously, you don't have to keep me company. This isn't my first time traveling. I'll be fine."

"It's no use, young lady, I'm not budging. I'm your bodyguard today." With a flick of his brown pants, he took out a cigarette and started lighting it. "Hmm, do you want one?"

“I don’t smoke,” I replied grumpily, and realizing that he really wasn’t going to budge, as he had said, I decided to accept it.

Hours passed, and when the bus finally arrived, Alvim, who had already made several phone calls— some of them to potential girlfriends— helped me get on with my bags. I noticed that after he got off, he waited to see if the bus would actually continue. I could see him return to the Audi, and soon after, the tires screeched. I took a deep breath and stood up. The charade was over.​

“Please, sir!” I yelled to the driver. “I got on the wrong bus! I have to get off! I’m sorry!”

Despite my reluctance, the driver stopped and let me out. He also waited for me to clearly struggle to get off with my bags. I looked around and realized the line for the bus to Araruama wasn't as full as I'd imagined. I headed toward it. That was where I was really going. The town where my mother now lived. She'd lived there for a few years, but I rarely visited. Eleonor had inherited a house from a distant relative and decided to build a life from scratch. She said she was fine, and every time we spoke on the phone, she'd mentioned how happy she was in a quiet little place and would love for me to live with her. At that moment, I joined the line. I waited. The bus arrived after a few minutes. With some difficulty, I climbed in and managed to get a seat near the window. I thought that if I were really pregnant, I shouldn't be straining so much, especially so early in my pregnancy. I packed my bags and snuggled into one of the seats. I remembered that before heading to the bus station, Diogo had told Alvim to take me home so he could wait for me to put my things away. I'd taken the opportunity to call my mother and let her know I was on my way. I'd also called Lia.​

I returned to the present and felt better when the bus engine made that deafening roar and the wheels began to turn. It was taking me far away, and I would probably arrive in Araruama that morning. From there, I would call my mother and she would pick me up. Not wanting to think about it too much, I rested my head on the top of the seat and closed my eyes. I thought for the last time that the bus was taking me far away. Away from Diogo.

***
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WHEN I FINALLY ARRIVED at the Araruama bus station, I saw on my cell phone that it had just struck two. I grabbed my two large suitcases, which must have weighed as much as I did, and lugged them with difficulty off the bus. After a quick breath and regaining my composure, I took my cell phone out of my bag and dialed. My mother, to my relief, was on the other end of the line and answered quickly.

— Elena? — his anxious voice spoke — Did you arrive safely?

"Hi, Mom, I just got here." I looked around. There weren't many people at the bus station at that hour. Many of the people who got off the bus with me got rides, others quickly took a taxi, and so everyone left.

"Hold on, I'll get you," Eleonor said nervously, as if I had any other choice but to wait. Even if I remembered her address correctly, I couldn't take a taxi there; after all, I had almost no money in my pocket. Just a few notes. "Elena?"

— Oh, sure, Mom, I'm waiting.

I hung up the phone and grabbed my bags again. If I had to wait, I might as well wait in a busier part of the bus station. I approached a bar, where a few people were drinking and chatting, and decided that was where I would stay.

Luckily for me, the minutes passed quickly, and I realized I was drowsy. I hadn't slept well since the day before. I didn't want to remember the terrible moments I'd endured at the hands of dangerous men, Diogo's enemies. I wasn't really sure what had happened, but I could remember that Lia and I were simply leaving the nightclub when a car stopped and approached us. A man threw me into the car and then took me to some unknown location. I was terrified of dying, but all I could think about was that I needed Diogo. The hours passed, and the gang leader let some of his subordinates play with me in the courtyard. They were going to grab me, and I knew I was alone, that Diogo wouldn't show up because of our last fight the day before. I knew I would die, so I decided I would die fighting bravely. But then Feroz appeared and took me in his arms. And I was so angry and hot-blooded that I fell head over heels in love with him. After all that, the accident happened, and Bruno, luckily, wasn't seriously injured. At the hospital, Diogo sent me away. For the third time. And for the last. And I wouldn't go back, not even if he confirmed that I was indeed expecting his child.​

"Elena!" a voice brought me back to reality, and when I looked up to see who it was, I found myself face to face with my mother. Eleanor was in a hurry, seemingly flying. I stood up, relieved. I smiled sadly. Something I hadn't been able to do in hours. Smile.

"Oh, darling!" she hugged me, and I controlled myself from bursting into tears on her shoulder. I so desperately wanted a shoulder to cry on right now. To share my frustrations and sadness. After the brief hug, I looked up slightly and saw a man behind her, approaching with small steps. He, it seemed, had followed her. I couldn't see him very well, because at that moment my mother moved away a little and watched me.

"Let me see, you look beautiful! A little stronger now. The last time I saw you, you were so skinny... Thank God you're healthier." She looked at my bags. "Is that all you have? Okay, come on, let me help you with that."

We followed a white car, and I was sure the man nearby was someone my mother knew. Could he be a boyfriend? Well, he was visibly a little younger than her, but that didn't mean anything. Any woman could have a romance with a guy ten or more years younger.

"I want you to meet Túlio, Elena," my mother ended the mystery. "A friend of mine, a good neighbor too. Túlio, this is my daughter Elena. The one I've talked about so much."

"How are you?" I forced a smile before shaking his outstretched hand. And that was our introduction. I immediately liked him; he seemed like a nice guy.

— Welcome, Elena.

— Thanks.

— Shall we go? — my mother hugged me.
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CHAPTER 3
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DIOGO

IT MUST HAVE BEEN AROUND eight-thirty in the evening when I stepped into the casino's colorful granite floor with my Italian shoes. I soon spotted a group of hangers-on chatting and several beautiful women accompanying them, smiling or celebrating a win. The place was packed, as I always expected, so I gave a wry smile. I liked a full house. And the fuller it got, the more pleasant my sense of humor became. Jiraya, who now also helped me with the administration, along with Romão, accompanied me to the red room, my favorite wing, what I called the "money nest." There was the most secure safe in the world. Around millions of reais in cash were hidden, and the bags of cash and jewelry were neatly arranged exactly as they should be. This safe, not even Jiraya, who was a technological whiz and an expert safecracker, could break into. Security was top notch. I was talking about visual sensors, motion sensors, audio sensors, and lasers near the vault. The steel door was reinforced with concrete, and it could only be opened at specific times, and only two people were authorized to do so. It was an unparalleled scheme. Every week, we'd collect the money and deposit most of it in the banks, while I'd distribute the rest among the guys and me. It was no surprise that Alvim was already showing off his second Mercedes that year. I was starting to make a lot of money, and it was tough having so much money and not knowing how to spend it. After an hour, when I'd locked the vault again, we left the red wing room, and I summoned Chucky and Romão to my office. I hadn't seen any of my protégés that night, as I had a gala to attend afterward, but when Captain Ernani Boanerges called me, I realized it wouldn't hurt to make an exception.​

— Diogo, thank you for having me — the man said as soon as he sat down in front of me — I know you must be very busy and couldn't answer today.

"No problem, Captain. It's never that hard to find a few minutes for a friend. What's the matter? Judging by your expression, something very serious has happened."

He lowered his head slightly, and I noticed his hair was already graying and receding a bit. I wondered if it was because of his endless problems. Boanerges was a nice guy. I'd worked with the general years ago, and I had fond memories of him. He always treated me well when I was a kid, and whenever he could, he'd give me candy, toys, and chat with me. I had a great memory and now knew how to give gifts to those who were or had been nice to Diogo as a child. This was called gratitude, and I prided myself on knowing how to be grateful.​

"My son," the captain suddenly said, reminding me that he had had a son much later, who must now be around nineteen or twenty years old. I couldn't remember the boy's name, but if I remembered correctly, the last time I saw him he would have been fifteen.

— Speak, captain, and perhaps we can help.

"He's been involved with drugs, Diogo. I don't know if you know, but it all started about three or two years ago. At school. Now he's been doing a lot of stupid things, and everything is starting to get out of control. My boy is nineteen. And I've already tried to have him committed. He was in the clinic for a while, the problem is that he got out and now he's hanging out in rough places."

— Heavy duty places?

"Someone named Lou. I don't know if you know him, but this week he called me to tell me that Gael owed him a good amount of money. I have the money. I talked to him, but when I said I would pay off my son's debt, he refused to accept it. He threatened to kill him."

— Did Lou threaten you?

— Yes. Do you see how complicated the situation is? For God's sake, I don't know who to turn to. All I ask is that you talk to Lou and convince him to accept my money as payment for the debt. I can't let my boy die for money I can give.

"I see." I leaned back in my chair and thought for a moment. It wouldn't be that difficult to get the captain's son out of Lou's clutches. Lou and I had made a deal weeks ago, a sort of partnership. I'd promised to stay out of the picture of his upcoming showdown with Sergio Nuves, and he owed me a favor. It was time for him to repay me. The captain wanted his drug-addicted son out of Lou's sights and away from the junk Lou was selling, and I would resolve the impasse.

"Captain, don't worry. Your son won't die, I give you my word. I'll take care of it and talk to Lou personally. I just suggest you keep the boy out of any more trouble. You know, there's no point trying to help someone if they don't want help."

He nodded nervously and looked embarrassed.

— And truth.

"Don't worry. Go home and sleep well with your wife. I'll take care of this. While the dust settles, keep the boy off the streets. I'll call Lou and set up a meeting with him."​

— Thank you, Diogo. I don't even know how to thank you.

— You always treated me very well. I will never forget it.

We said goodbye and the man left. Sometime later someone knocked on the door and I told him to come in.

— Fierce! There's a girl who wants to talk to you. Can I let you in?

Girl? My eyebrows must have immediately shot up, and for a moment Elena's face came to mind.

— Send her in.

The woman appeared, and I saw it wasn't Elena. I felt discouraged, and then I felt foolish. Lia, Elena's friend, was standing before me. Suddenly, my discouragement passed, and I realized I could take advantage of her appearance. If she was the turtledove's best friend, it was obvious she already knew where the brunette was by now.

— Sorry to bother you, Diogo.

— How are you, Lia?

— Not very well, unfortunately.

I leaned back in my chair again, sizing her up, waiting for her to explain why she wasn't doing so well, and she bit her lip.

— Well... it's just that my grandmother passed away — Lia explained.

— Oh, what a shame. My condolences.

— Thanks.

— I think you want something else. Please continue.

— So... my grandmother passed away and I no longer see any reason to stay in the house I'm in. I'm moving, and because of that, I'd like to know if I can pay off my debt another way.

— And how would that be?

— I can sell my house and pay off the debt.

I leaned back even further and assessed the girl. She was beautiful, sensual, graceful, though she didn't catch my eye. I was much more interested in her wretched friend, who, like a bird, had flapped her wings and disappeared from my sight. Elena was all I wanted, and even though I'd sent her away, I couldn't stop thinking about her. And I swore on everything that was sacred that if I discovered where she was, I wouldn't think twice and would go get her. I would bring her to me. Even if it was just to look at her one last time. I looked at Lia and felt sorry for her. I felt sorry for the simple, visibly dejected girl. She'd been separated from her best friend and now she'd lost her grandmother. What a shitty life she had. I could see she was waiting for my answer.​

"You don't have to pay me anything," I said compassionately. "Forget the debt. I don't want anything else from you."

She blinked, confused and amazed. Maybe she was happy.

— He is sure?

"Yes," I sighed, wanting to confess that the idea of the girls dancing to pay off their debt had been a way to detain Elena and keep her closer to me, but that it didn't make sense now, since Elena was gone. "You're free, Lia. You and all the other girls. I'll take care of this today. I'll give you the option to stay or not. Anyone who doesn't want to stay at the club can leave without looking back. I won't charge you anything. I don't need your money."

— I don't even know how to thank you, sir — she smiled, her eyes shining with tears — Thank you.

— And now enough with the 'sir', okay? — I winked.

— Okay, thanks, Diogo— she nodded gratefully — Well, I won't take up any more of your time...

— Wait!

The blonde turned and looked at me nervously. Something in her air made me suspicious.

— Do you happen to have any news about your friend?

— From Elena?

— Yes, Elena.

Lia looked at me, but didn't respond.

— Do you happen to have any news of her?

— Well, all I know is that Elena left town. After the kidnapping, she got really upset and decided to... leave. Unfortunately, we didn't have any more contact after that. And my grandmother died, and I was left with a lot of problems too...
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