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PROLOGUE
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Matias

Failure

SHE LOOKS SO FRAGILE.

So small.

The machines monitoring her heartbeat make a steady sound, which calms my own heart a little.

But not enough.

Because I failed.

I failed her.

My lady.

I let her be taken, I couldn’t stop them from forcing her into that car, screaming, utterly terrified.

The screams.

Even after so many hours, even seeing her here, safe, alive, her screams keep echoing in my mind and I know they will haunt me for a long time.

Because, no matter how much time passes, no matter what anyone tells me, not even if she forgives me.

I failed.

And it almost cost me the love of my life.
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CHAPTER 1
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Matias

His Smile Across Time

Seven Years Ago

“YOUR PRIMARY ROLE WILL be to look after Miss Natalia’s security,” my new boss says as we walk down the mansion’s corridor toward our employer’s office. “She is Mr. Bittencourt’s only daughter and has just finished high school. She’s seventeen and will be starting law school in a few months at USP.” We stop in front of a wooden door and he turns to me, his lips tightening. “She doesn’t have the best track record with bodyguards.”

I don’t even have time to ask what he means by that, because he enters the room and motions for me to follow.

“Excuse me,” I murmur, watching the man in the suit behind the imposing wooden desk rise and button his jacket.

“Sir, good afternoon. This is Carlos Matias, the new hire for the security team. He will be assigned to look after Miss Natalia, as her bodyguard and personal driver,” Júlio introduces me, and I observe the way this Mr. Bittencourt looks me up and down, scrutinizing me.

“A pleasure, sir,” I say in a firm tone, stepping forward and extending my hand.

He maintains a rigid, distrustful posture, probably wanting to size me up, given that I’ll be responsible for his daughter’s safety. I straighten my spine and don’t let it faze me, meeting his gaze as an equal while he shakes my hand.

Ten years in the military, subjected to daily humiliations and trials by sadistic supervisors without a shred of delicacy, have molded me enough not to buckle before a renowned, wealthy lawyer.

“Júlio assured me you would be an excellent addition to the team, and I trust you are aware you will be taking care of my most precious possession, young man,” he says gravely, and I give a brief nod.

“You can be sure I will do my absolute best to keep the young lady safe, sir,” I reply promptly.

“Matias was an army sergeant for nearly ten years and has now decided to dedicate himself to the private sector, sir,” Júlio explains, though I’m certain this man has already conducted a thorough investigation into my background. “He came highly recommended by some contacts in Rio Grande do Sul. You will not regret it, sir.”

“I don’t know if Júlio informed you, but Natalia tends to be a little... difficult when it comes to cooperating with security,” Mr. Bittencourt comments, a touch of apprehension in his voice.

“That means...”

“She has slipped away from the men assigned to watch her more times than I can count, and she doesn’t cooperate easily when she’s under surveillance,” he explains, and I nod. “I believe, due to her age, she doesn’t fully understand the importance of constant security yet and just feels suffocated. She’s very cheerful, a free spirit, so I ask that you have patience to earn her trust.”

“I understand, sir,” I say, though I’m sighing internally.

A spoiled little rich girl wasn’t exactly in my plans, but I won’t back out now.

I’m a man of my word, and also quite stubborn.

Perhaps this girl has finally met her match.

“Dad, can I meet everyone at the mall in a bit?” We’re interrupted by a small hurricane of dark brown hair and blue eyes, who enters the office without even bothering to knock. “Oh, hi.”

“My love, I was just about to send for you,” Mr. Bittencourt says, coming out from behind the desk and approaching. “This is your new driver, Carlos Matias. Matias, this is my daughter, Natalia.”

“A pleasure, miss,” I say firmly, giving a slight bow in her direction. The girl raises one perfectly shaped eyebrow.

“We’ll see if it really is,” she replies, clearly challenging me, but I don’t react. “Can I go to the mall, Dad?”

“I think it might be a good idea, for you and Matias to get to know each other better,” the man replies, making the conditions clear, and she huffs. “Or you can stay home and watch a movie with me. Your choice.”

She looks at me, clearly annoyed, and I maintain eye contact without blinking.

“I hope you don’t make faces at my playlist,” she grumbles, and I give a brief nod.

“Whatever the miss prefers.”

“We leave in half an hour,” she says, turning her back and leaving the office without another word. I turn back to my employer, seeing the silent plea for patience, for me not to give up.

“I’ll prepare the car for the outing. Excuse me,” I say, taking my leave of them both, and make my way back to the staff area, ready to begin my new challenge.

Bring it on, little princess.

My hide is thick, and we’re going to get along, even if it has to be by force.

Six Years Ago

THE SOUND OF HER CRYING bothers me so much my fingers ache from gripping the steering wheel.

I noticed the little commotion as soon as I arrived to pick her up after class, and I almost intervened and pulled her away, but she soon left her friends and ran toward me, sliding into the back seat of the car without even saying hello.

I didn’t ask anything, just took my place behind the wheel and started the car, because something told me she just wanted to get away from there as fast as possible. I knew I was right when she collapsed into wrenching sobs the second we passed through the university gates.

Her despair grows stronger with every second, and I become genuinely worried when she curls over the back seat, burying her face in the fabric and letting out a muffled, painful scream that sends a chill down my spine.

She isn’t like this.

After a few difficult months when I first started working with her, Miss Natalia and I developed a mutual respect and camaraderie that turned the act of driving for her and looking after her security into something much calmer and more enjoyable than I ever imagined it would be.

The eighteen-year-old girl is funny, sharp, and very, very smart, which shut my mouth and made me realize first impressions aren’t always what counts.

Don’t get me wrong, she is, indeed, a perfect little rich girl.

I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve walked through mall corridors holding shopping bags or waited outside beauty salons while she got her nails and hair done.

Natalia Bittencourt is a spoiled rich young woman in the truest sense of the term, but she also possesses a depth that surprised me.

Just as she’s capable of spending hours debating the lyrics on Taylor Swift’s new album, she can also discuss politics, economics, human rights, and various other heavy, controversial topics with an enviable command that’s hard to find in someone so young.

It’s hard to believe she’s not even twenty yet.

When she lets out another scream and punches the car seat twice, as if trying to vent, I decide I can’t just sit here like a robot, motionless and pretending I don’t see anything.

I pull into the parking lot of the first supermarket I find, get out, and go in to buy two bottles of water and a chocolate bar. Then I return to where I left her and get into the back seat beside her.

“Here, drink a little,” I say softly, and she looks at me in surprise, as if she hadn’t even noticed me moving.

“Thank you,” she murmurs, taking the small bottle from my hand.

Her fingers are trembling too much, and she can’t open the cap, so I help her in silence and watch as she takes a generous sip and draws a sharp breath.

Her face is red and wet, her makeup ruined by tears. I stretch to grab a small packet of tissues I always keep in the driver’s side door compartment and offer them to her so she can clean up a bit.

I don’t say anything for a while, waiting for her to pull herself together and calm down, just sitting beside her, offering a little comfort for whatever happened.

“Why are men such pigs, Matias?” she asks after a few minutes, and I raise an eyebrow, surprised. “Why is it so hard for you to be honest and faithful? Why do you always have to lie and manipulate and then try to make us look crazy in front of everyone?”

Right.

Seems the idiot she was dating messed up.

That kid never fooled me, not from the first time I drove them to a romantic dinner a few months ago.

His air of arrogance and daddy’s-boy entitlement didn’t sit right with me, but since it wasn’t my business, I just did my job and kept an eye out for any threat to the young lady’s safety.

Unfortunately, that kind of threat is outside my jurisdiction, and I can’t stop a broken heart.

“It’s simple, miss. They’re not men,” I reply, and she huffs. “A real man doesn’t act like that, doesn’t mistreat his woman, or any woman, to be more precise. That boy is a kid, pretending to be a man but without an ounce of honor. He doesn’t deserve to be called one. And he definitely doesn’t deserve you.”

She smiles faintly and nods, finishing wiping her face.

“Do you think my dad would agree if I wanted to switch classes?” she asks, biting her lip.

“I think there’s absolutely nothing your father wouldn’t do to see you happy. And if you think it’s for the best, I know you’ll convince him. Although, the university is public, you’re of age, and you wouldn’t even need his permission to do something like that, as long as it doesn’t compromise your safety,” I reply, and she nods.

“Thank you, Matias.”

“Always at your service, miss,” I say, giving a slight nod. “Will you have some?” I ask, offering the dark chocolate bar I know is her favorite.

“Thank you,” she murmurs, taking the small treat with a smile. “I think we can go. Put on Taylor Swift, please?”

“Of course. Speak Now?” I ask, referring to her favorite album, and she nods, opening the chocolate.

I get out of the car and take my place, quickly opening the music app to start the playlist before pulling out of the parking lot and heading for the family mansion.

The sound of her voice murmuring along to the song fills my ears, easing the agony of hearing her cry so much, and I feel much more relaxed to continue.

I don’t like seeing the young lady sad.

A human being so full of light like her doesn’t deserve anyone trying to dim her shine, and I know I’ll be keeping an eye on that idiot to make sure he doesn’t come near her again.

Five Years Ago

“THIS WILL BE YOUR ROOM. You can change whatever you want—we can paint the walls, change the bed, the wardrobe, whatever you prefer. You have your own full bathroom, and right next door there’s a little room I used as an office, but now it can be the baby’s room, if you like the idea,” I say, pointing to the door beside us and turning on the light as Lorena takes a hesitant step forward.

Her posture screams discomfort and shyness, arms crossed in front of her body, spine curved as if trying to shield herself from invisible danger, and it bothers me on levels I can’t even describe.

Her swollen, purple eye, the split lip, the cut on her cheek—all of it makes me want to get in my car and drive to Porto Alegre, just to find that miserable son of a bitch and kill him with my bare hands.

“It’s perfect, Carlos, thank you,” she murmurs in a submissive, frightened tone, and I let out a sigh.

“Lorena,” I say to get her attention, and she looks at me with scared, tear-filled brown eyes. “You’re safe now. It’s over. He won’t find you here.”

She makes a grimace, fighting tears, and I exhale, approaching cautiously and wrapping my arms around her gently, hugging my friend and offering comfort, even though I know the wounds she carries won’t heal so easily.

Not that fast.

Not when her body still bears all the marks, not when there’s a little baby growing in her womb that carries half the DNA of the man who destroyed her.

“I don’t even know how to thank you,” she whispers against my chest, and I stroke her hair.

“You don’t have to thank me,” I reply in the same tone. “You’re not alone, Lore. We’re going to get through this, okay?”

She nods, sniffling and sighing heavily, and I close my eyes, promising myself I’ll keep my word, whatever it takes.

She’s safe now.

Both of them are.

And that bastard will never find out where she is.

One Year Ago

I SIT IN THE CAR, WATCHING the interaction of the two up ahead.

The fool leans toward the young lady and tucks a strand of her hair behind her ear, flashing a clearly cheap, seductive smile. I don’t even need to look at her to know she’s blushing all over.

Unfortunately, my charge has a tendency to be easily charmed by the worst types, and in the end, she usually ends up crying in the back seat of the car while we listen to the saddest, most depressing songs by her favorite singer.

To this day, I can still hear the echoes of her voice screaming Dear John after discovering that boyfriend had cheated on her with one of her “friends,” in front of the whole university.

I see the boy lean down to plant a lingering kiss at the corner of her mouth, like a perfect two-bit Don Juan, and then walk away, leaving the young lady standing still for a few seconds, watching him with a silly smile on her face.

She deserves someone so much better.

I can almost hear her sigh from here inside the car as she turns and starts walking, almost skipping, toward me.

As always, I get out and open the back door for her to enter, greeting her politely.

“What a beautiful afternoon, Matias!” she exclaims with a huge smile on her face that makes her even prettier, and I just murmur an agreement before taking the wheel.

“Straight home, miss?” I ask, and she nods animatedly.

“Yes, I need to call Vic and tell her everything,” she replies. “Put on Lover, please?” she asks, and that alone tells me a lot.

The album full of seemingly romantic, sweet songs only gets played when she’s in love, because under normal circumstances, she usually says it’s too saccharine for her taste, being one of her least favorites.

It seems we’ve entered the beginning of Natalia Bittencourt’s love cycle.

First, hearts, rainbows, romantic and cute songs.

Then, a period of calm and softness, where she seems to shine and feel like the luckiest woman alive, filled with strong, intense songs.

Finally, usually comes the mourning phase, with crying, chocolate, screaming, and songs so sad they make me want to drive the car off the first bridge I find.

I’ve learned to detect my boss’s mood through her favorite singer.

And even if I’d die denying it, I’ve even learned to like the songs of the emotional blonde singer.

Especially after my goddaughter started listening to her frequently at home, much to her mother’s despair.

Natalia murmurs the lyrics as her body sways in the back seat, so excited and happy she can’t contain herself, and I let out a sigh.

Even though I still think she deserves so much more, I hope it works out.

I’d rather see her like this than witness her tears, a thousand times over.
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CHAPTER 2
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Natalia

Recognition

“READY TO GO HOME, SWEETHEART?”

I look back to find my father standing in the hospital room doorway, looking utterly exhausted and defeated.

“No change in Vic’s condition?” I ask, and he lets out a sigh before shaking his head, a shadow falling over his eyes.

It’s been almost twenty-four hours since my best friend was rescued, moments from being trafficked out of the country by that fucking psycho bastard. And even though the doctors say she’s just resting from the stress and her condition is stable, the fact that she hasn’t woken up yet is slowly killing my father.

The last few days have been pure hell for our family, really. From the accident with Victória’s father, to our kidnapping, and everything that’s been uncovered since. Thank God, we’re all okay, as much as possible, and we’ll recover from this trauma, however long it takes.

My friend’s father is here in the hospital too, in the ICU, which has at least kept the whole family together. That’s a huge help.

The bastard is in custody, thank goodness, and I’m sure he’ll rot behind bars with the sheer volume of things being uncovered about him.

Apparently, the whole family is rotten, and all their businesses are just fronts for various crimes, which the police are now exposing.

My godfather, who’s a federal judge, and my father, one of the top criminal lawyers in the country, are determined to make sure no one gets off easy. I know they’ll use all their influence to make sure they never see the light of day again.

“She’ll wake up soon, Dad. Really soon,” I murmur, walking over and wrapping him in a hug. “She just needs a little time to recover, but before you know it, she’ll be back to teasing you and driving you crazy, you’ll see.”

“I can’t wait, honey,” he replies, his voice heavy and tired, and he holds me gently.

It might seem strange, but yes, my father and my best friend are together and in love, and I couldn’t be happier for them.

Even with the big age difference, it’s surreal how well they fit together, like they were made for each other. I could never be selfish enough to stand in the way of their happiness with unnecessary, inexplicable drama.

Why would I stand in the way of their love?

Because she’s my age?

Because he’s my father?

It makes no sense to put rules on a feeling that can’t be measured, that can’t be contained.

I know that well, since I’ve had the luck of always falling for the worst kinds of men—the ones who deceive, who cheat, or who hand me over on a silver platter to an unscrupulous kidnapper for money.

Finding out that my boyfriend, the man who said he loved me more than anything in this world, the man I was making plans to move in with, to marry... that he was capable of handing me over to a man like Acosta just to pay off gambling debts... that was hard.

Honestly, I can’t even process his death properly, because it all still feels so surreal, so unfair, so unimaginable, that it’s hard to believe it really happened.

Part of me feels like I should be in mourning, sad, feeling something appropriate for having lost my boyfriend.

The man I thought was the love of my life.

But how?

How can I feel sad about losing someone who hurt me in such an unforgivable way?

Who betrayed my trust like that?

Who disrespected me, who put me through the hell of being in the hands of those disgusting men for hours and hours, listening to them whisper among themselves how much they wanted to touch me, describing the vile things they were going to do to me when they handed me over to my buyers?

A pretty little thing like you is going to be put to good use by the Colombians.

That pretty little mouth looks like it was made for sucking cock.

Look at these little hands, so delicate. It would be so much fun to use you, girl.

Too bad the boss didn’t let us have a little fun with the toy.

My whole body shudders just remembering the voices.

The mocking laughter.

The lustful looks.

I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve thanked heaven I was rescued before they did anything more than threaten me, because I don’t know if I’d survive the trauma of being violated like that.

Just thinking about it makes me want to vomit.

“Shall we go home?” my father asks again, releasing me. “Your grandmother said Cida made a strawberry mousse just the way you like it.”

I give a soft smile, happy to feel my family’s care for me, and nod, going back to the bed to finish putting my things in my bag.

“I’ll just use the bathroom real quick, okay?” I ask, and he nods at me.

I go into the room’s bathroom and turn on the light, hesitating briefly when I see the round mirror above the sink.

The sight of my reflection makes me want to cry and hide, because I look absolutely horrific.

I take shaky steps to the sink, bracing my hands on the porcelain base and gripping it with my fingers, feeling my whole body shake with a ragged sob as I see what they did to me.

To my hair.

To my vanity.

I don’t consider myself a shallow, empty girl, but I’ve always liked taking care of myself. I’ve always enjoyed beauty salons, spending hours and hours on hair treatments, my nails, cosmetic procedures—all to feel pretty, attractive, good about myself.

A few weeks ago, I decided to dye my hair, largely influenced by my boyfriend, and I got a lot of blonde highlights, and cut it just below my shoulders in a layered style I really liked.

But now, I look at myself and I don’t recognize who I see.

They hacked my hair in such a brutal way that I can’t see anything to be done except shave it off and wait for it to grow back, which makes me want to hide in a hole and never come out.

How am I supposed to work like this?

How am I supposed to face people looking like this?

How am I supposed to look at myself in the mirror for months, until I feel like myself again?

Or better yet, will I ever feel that way again?

I lower my head, choosing not to torture myself with it any longer, and just wash my hands before taking a deep breath and leaving the bathroom.

“Ready, honey?” my father asks, already holding my bag, and I nod, but then stop abruptly as I remember something.

“Wait, Dad. I want to do one thing before we go.”

[image: ]

“MISS.”

Matias tries to sit up when he sees me enter his room, but I raise a hand and ask him to stay lying down, approaching his bedside.

A woman with brown hair is sitting beside him and watches me curiously, and I wonder who she is.

In that moment, I realize I’ve spent the last seven years by Matias’s side, seeing him every day, sharing moments forever etched in my life, but I don’t know him.

I don’t know anything about him.

I don’t know if he has family, a girlfriend, kids, if he’s married, if he lives alone, where he lives, who he lives with, what he does in his free time, what kind of music he likes, what food he prefers, what his dreams for the future are.

Nothing.

I spent years and years around him and never bothered to ask anything about him.

He never offered, because he’s one of the most discreet people I’ve ever known, but I could have made an effort to know the man who took such good care of me for so long.

Who is lying in a hospital bed because he took five bullets at point-blank range trying to save my life.

“I’ll give you two a moment alone,” the woman says, standing up and squeezing my driver’s hand. “I’ll call home and check that everything’s okay.”

“Alright,” Matias murmurs, nodding softly, but keeps his eyes on me, unwavering, until we are alone in the room.

Neither of us says anything at first, maintaining a silence that, strangely, isn’t unsettling, until I take a step forward.

“Are you okay?” I ask quietly, and then let out a huff. “Of course you’re not, you have five holes in your body. What a stupid question.”

“I am okay, Miss,” he replies, and I raise an eyebrow. “I will be okay. Just a few weeks of rest and I’ll be as good as new.”

My throat tightens, because looking at him brings back the chase, the sound of the gunshots, the shattering glass, the car crash, the men dragging me out by my hair as I screamed in desperation, watching him get shot over and over until he fell to the ground, looking dead.

“I thought you had died,” I confess, my lips trembling, and his gaze intensifies.

“I am okay,” he repeats, and I take a deep breath.

“I’ll never be able to thank you for risking your life for me,” I murmur, and he shakes his head.

“I would do it all again, as many times as necessary,” he says, with such conviction that my whole skin prickles. “Forgive me for not being able to stop them from taking you. It was my duty, and I failed.”

“You almost died.”

“And I should have died, if it meant keeping you safe,” he replies without hesitation.

“Don’t say that,” I scold him, and he presses his lips together. “Will you come back to me?” I ask, and he raises an eyebrow, making me realize how I phrased it. “Will you come back to work for me?”

“I will not return only if that is your decision, Miss,” he answers. “There is no other place I wish to work.”

“I’m glad,” I murmur. We just look at each other for several seconds, until I take a deep breath and step back. “Well, I’ll let you rest. My father is waiting for me outside.”

“Yes, Miss.”

“I’ll miss you, Matias,” I confess, and he doesn’t reply immediately, but stares at me intensely. “See you.”

“See you, Miss.”

I give him a brief nod before turning my back and leaving the room, finding my father standing in the hallway, holding my bag and waiting for me.

“Shall we?” I say, walking over.

“Everything alright?” he asks, and I nod. “Then let’s go home, my dear.”

Yes.

Home.

Finally.

Despite the relief, the feeling that something is missing never leaves my chest.
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Matias

Not A Second More

Six Weeks Later

“THE BLACK TIE OR THE gray one?” I ask my pint-sized stylist, who even puts a hand to her chin as she ponders the answer.

Even after all these times, this ritual still makes me want to smile like I did the first time.

“The gray one, Uncle Mati,” she replies, resolute. “It makes you look handsome.”

“Ah, thank you very much, Miss Nicole,” I say, holding back a laugh because she usually gets quite annoyed when I do that.

She says I don’t appreciate her genius and that she shouldn’t help me anymore, as punishment.

You’d never guess she still wets the bed every other night.

“Nicole, come have breakfast now because I need to take you to daycare!” Her mother’s voice echoes into the room, making the four-year-old let out a theatrical sigh and roll her eyes before hopping off my bed.

“Coming, Mommy!” she shouts, giving me that same mischievous look she always does, and leaves the room, leaving me alone.

I shake my head, letting out an exasperated laugh, and focus on finishing the knot of my tie because I’m also pushing the limit of my time to leave the house and get to the Bittencourt mansion for my first day back after medical leave.

Finally.

I love my best friend and I love my goddaughter even more, but being cooped up in this house with them as my “nurses” twenty-four hours a day was starting to drive me crazy.

I know Lorena still hasn’t accepted that the doctor cleared me to return to active duty because, according to her, the ideal would be to wait at least another two weeks. But the only approval that matters is the one from the professional who signed my release, not from the overprotective fifth-semester nursing student who would tie me to the bed if she had the chance.

Thank God she had a college exam on the day of my return, otherwise I’m sure she would have tried to convince the doctor to keep me off work, out of pure, unadulterated neurosis.

I don’t blame her.

Lorena came to live with me five years ago, after fleeing her abusive, violent ex-husband who was threatening her life and the life of the baby in her womb. I’m the only person she has here in São Paulo.

Or rather, in life.

An orphan and an only child, Lore never had family or many friends, and after she got involved with Pablo, she drifted away from the little she did have, including me, because of his toxic influence. I still tried to warn her, before I left Porto Alegre for São Paulo, but she didn’t listen, too lost in the illusion of a perfect love.

It wasn’t even that big of a shock to get her call at four-thirty on a Friday morning, sobbing and begging for help, because she had no one else to turn to.

My father helped her get here, making sure no trace of her movements could be discovered, and I welcomed her with open arms, taking her into my home and giving her all the support she needed to overcome the trauma she’d endured at the hands of that bastard.

We took care of her pregnancy and made sure she had proper prenatal care, and a few months later she gave birth to our little peanut, Nicole, who brought the life back to her eyes and became the great love of our lives.

Even when she acts like a little general with brown hair and three feet tall.

I put on my suit jacket and finish checking if everything is aligned, then go to my closet and access my safe, which is in the highest compartment, and type in the code.

Zero-seven-zero-two.

I take out my Taurus GX4, .38 caliber, check the magazine and the safety before sliding it into my waistband, and close the safe.

I have four other pistols stored away, because I’ve been a gun enthusiast since before I joined the army, but I prefer this one for daily work, as it’s lighter and quicker to fire.

The team led by Júlio, in service to Mr. Bittencourt, has a few models available for use on the job, but I’ve always preferred to carry my own piece, being more familiar with it and sure it’s in perfect working condition.

I leave the bedroom, turning off the lights and heading toward the kitchen, from where I hear the little debate between mother and daughter about the correct way to cut watermelon.

“Isabella’s mom makes watermelon stars, it’s way tastier than little squares,” Nicole argues, before shoveling a spoonful of scrambled eggs into her mouth.

“Isabella’s mom is a TikTok blogger who makes money posting videos about healthy snacks and cute lunchboxes, while two maids and a nanny are behind the scenes, washing dishes, cleaning up the mess, and getting her friend ready for daycare,” Lore fires back, putting the so-called ugly little watermelon cubes into a plastic container. “And after she drops Isabella off at daycare, she goes back home and spends the rest of the day filming videos in her super-equipped kitchen, while your mother has to rush to get to college on time and not listen to the bullshit of some bitter professor who wants to make the students’ lives as much of a hell as his own, piling on assignment after assignment and treating us like idiots. See the difference?”

“Lore,” I call her attention, and she looks at me, exhaling deeply. “She’s four. Do you think she’s going to understand your whole lament? She just wants the damn stars.”

To prove my point, Nicole shovels another spoonful of eggs into her mouth while swaying side to side, humming an unintelligible song, completely oblivious to her mother’s meltdown.

“You buy the fucking cookie cutter then, since you’re the one who likes to spoil her,” she grumbles, finishing packing her daughter’s lunchbox.

“I’ll look for it online, it should be delivered by tomorrow,” I reply, more to provoke her, and she huffs, rolling her eyes. “Want me to drop her off at daycare on my way to work? You can go straight to college. It’s not that big of a detour for me.”

“If you could, I’d appreciate it. I still need to go to the campus library to try and find a reference for my paper, because I couldn’t find what I wanted online. Oh, and my car’s headlight warning came on again on the dashboard,” she complains, looking extremely tired for a Monday, and I know it has to do with that asshole professor who decided to ride her this semester.

“Let me finish getting the little flea ready and I’ll take her to daycare, you can go straight to college,” I say, walking over and taking the lunchbox from her hands. “And I’ll take a look at your car as soon as I get home from work, don’t worry. It’s probably that fuse again, I can swap it out real quick.”

“I don’t know what I’d do without you,” she murmurs, resting her head on my shoulder and letting out a sigh. “By the way, are you okay? Are you sure you’re ready to go back? I still think you should stay home a few more days, that puncture in your shoulder...”

“It’s completely closed, especially since it was a graze,” I interrupt her, holding her shoulders. “Just like all the other wounds are healed and with no risk of infection or whatever else you’ve stuffed into that stubborn head of yours, Lore.” She huffs, still unconvinced, and I sigh. “I know you were scared.”

“I didn’t...”

“Yes, you were,” I say, cutting her off. “I know it was scary to see me in that bed, so hurt. I’d feel the same if it were the other way around, because you’re my sister and I love you, Lore. But it was a fluke. A completely random event that’s never happened in over six years working for that family. My job isn’t dangerous, you don’t need to worry. The biggest risk I run is getting in a fender bender on the highway.”

“Ugh, knock on wood.”

“Relax, Lorena. I want to go back to work, I can’t stand being home anymore. And the doctor cleared me,” I say, and she makes that know-it-all expression I hate.

“What you want is to go back to your little miss, that’s what,” she murmurs, and I take a step back as if she’d slapped me.

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Uh-huh, keep telling yourself that,” she retorts, as I pour myself some coffee. “You almost died protecting that girl, Carlos, don’t try to lie and say you don’t feel anything for her.”

“It was my duty,” I say, even though I know it’s useless. “I’m her security, was I supposed to just stand there? Don’t make things up, Lorena.”

“You cried out her name in your sleep, at the hospital, Carlos,” she shoots back, silencing me. “If you want to keep fooling yourself, fine. But you’re in love with that girl. You don’t have to be a genius to see it.”

“Weren’t you running late?” I ask, and she rolls her eyes, going over to her daughter.

“Mommy’s leaving now, my little flea. Listen to your godfather and your teachers, and I’ll pick you up this afternoon, okay?” she says, kissing her hair, and the girl nods.

“Have a good class, Mommy.”

“Thanks, sweetie. See you later. Bye, stubborn. Take care and don’t overdo it on your first day back,” she says, waving goodbye and leaving me alone with my little princess.

“Your mother is a pain in the ass, you know that?” I grumble, and the little girl smiles, amused.

A pain in the ass.

But who, unfortunately, is right.
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“SO?” JÚLIO ASKS WHEN Lúcio and I return to the security area.

The two of us went to the mansion’s kitchen as soon as I arrived, to find out if I’d still be assigned to the young miss or if the other driver would take my place, because the final word is always Mr. Bittencourt’s.

We arrived just in time to hear her complaining about my colleague, emphasizing in no uncertain terms her preference for me, and Lúcio didn’t like that one bit.

“I’m serious, Dad, he’s such a drag! I want Matias! He likes me, he lets me listen to my music and even sings along! And he likes to hear me talk about work and has patience when I want to stop at a store to buy clothes! When does his leave end, huh?”

I had to try very hard not to smile when I heard her words.

“The man of steel here is going back to work with the little boss because, apparently, I’m too boring for not wanting to listen to those unbearable songs,” our colleague grumbles, flopping into one of the armchairs and looking at me. “Good luck, you know. You must be a masochist to want to work with that girl. Did me a favor, if you want to know.”

“Is that why you looked so pissed when she called you a drag?” I ask without hesitation. “Because you were super happy to stop working with her?”

“She shouldn’t have said that in front of the boss,” he complains, crossing his arms. “You know how he is about her, he’d lick the ground she walks on. What if he decides to fire me just because the little princess found me boring?”

“Is that any way to talk about our employer?” I ask, irritated by the mocking way he refers to my young miss.

“My employer’s name is Rafael Bittencourt,” he replies, showing not a hint of remorse. “His daughter and his new young girlfriend are just that. They don’t run anything.”

“Keep thinking that, it’ll be beautiful to see you fuck yourself over with pure arrogance,” I state, and he just smiles with his usual petulance.

I never liked this asshole.

He’s too insubordinate for my taste and has, at times, said things that would justify his firing, if it were up to me.

“I think you’d better go do the morning rounds and stop talking shit, Lúcio, before your week starts off really badly,” Júlio intervenes, also showing displeasure at the ridiculous behavior, and he huffs, getting up and giving an exaggerated bow before leaving the room.

“I don’t like that guy,” I grumble, going to the key rack to get the one for the young miss’s car.

“I’m not liking this behavior either, I’ll have a word with him.”

“Should give him the boot, is what you should do.”

“Ready to get back to active duty?” he asks, changing the subject, and I nod with a small smile.

“I’ll get the car and wait for the young miss at the entrance, she shouldn’t be long,” I say.

“Matias,” Júlio calls me as I take a step toward the door, and I look at him curiously. “Be careful.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, and he sighs.

“It’s clear you’re fond of Miss Natalia, but remember your role. You’re not her friend and there’s certainly no room for anything beyond that.”

I swallow hard, because it’s the first time my boss has made any mention of how I relate to the boss’s daughter, especially in such an explicit way.

“I know my place exactly, Júlio. But treating the girl like a human being and showing her respect and care doesn’t make me a bad professional. Otherwise, if I remember correctly, she had a pretty bad track record with security before I arrived, perhaps because everyone always treated her as a simple task, instead of giving her a chance to feel comfortable in her own car,” I argue, perhaps too emphatically, but I can’t stand being questioned about this twice in such a short time.

And I can’t even consider starting to be watched more closely by my supervisor.

“I’m just asking you to be cautious,” he concedes, though his gaze remains curious. “You’re a good guy, the one I trust most on this team, the one who’s been with me the longest. I worry about you.”

“No need to worry, I assure you,” I state, and he nods, dismissing me.

I walk toward the garage with my mind racing and get into the new SUV assigned to the young miss, since the previous one was lost the night of the incident.

Júlio’s words reverberate in my mind, along with Lorena’s, and I clench my jaw just thinking about being exposed regarding my biggest secret.

Because, yes.

They’re right.

Maybe they don’t even understand the depth of the hole I’ve dug for myself, but they’re right.

I love the young miss.

In an almost sick, obsessive, and completely passionate way, I love her.

And when I see her coming down the mansion’s entrance stairs, with a huge smile on her face, waving at me as if I were her best friend, my heart races uncontrollably, because it’s like I’m finally home.

But I didn’t lie when I said I know my place.

And it’s no use dreaming of anything beyond that.

​
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CHAPTER 4
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Natalia

Broken Pieces

Three Weeks Later

“AND HOW ARE THE NIGHTMARES?” my therapist asks, drawing a sigh from me.

“The frequency has gone down a lot. Sometimes I have one a week, sometimes more. There have been times I’ve gone two weeks without any, and then I’ll dream for days straight, always the same thing,” I reply, and she nods. “I’m always back in the warehouse, at the moment they say they’re going to give me a new look and cut my hair. After that, Gabriel appears and starts laughing, pointing at me and calling me a freak.”

“And how are you feeling about your appearance now?” she questions, crossing her legs. “Can you look in the mirror and recognize yourself yet? Do you still feel ashamed?”

I bring my hands to my hair in an involuntary gesture, playing with the ends styled at chin-length, and let out a sigh.

“It’s still not the way I like it, and I miss the old length, but I can feel... like myself, you know?” I murmur, and she nods. “I wouldn’t say beautiful or attractive, but I can see the real Natalia in the mirror now. Just a shorter... version.”

Right after the kidnapping, my grandmother took me to a beauty salon run by a friend of hers to try and reverse some of the damage done by the criminals.

I made a point of getting rid of the blonde streaks, returning to my natural dark brown hair, and the hairdresser opted for a layered, choppy cut so the unevenness caused by those men’s crude, cruel work could be disguised.

I ended up with hair at ear-length, a pixie cut, feeling extremely strange and unable to look at myself properly in the mirror.

Victoria tried to help me, spending hours locked in my room with me, trying out various hairstyles and accessories to make the haircut seem more interesting to my eyes, but even then, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was in someone else’s body.

Thank God, my hair has always grown quickly, so it didn’t take long for the length to start evening out, evolving into a short bob, until it reached the short, choppy Chanel-style cut I’m wearing today.

“Good, that’s already very important and something to be celebrated, Natalia,” she continues. “The trauma you experienced will take much more than a few weeks to heal, so every small victory, every little thing you leave behind should be celebrated, because it’s a step toward that feeling of freedom you want back. Always emphasizing that we’re aiming for a new normal, because nothing that happened will be erased and it will continue to mark you in some way. But you can learn to live with it in a healthier, less painful way.”

“I know...”

“In our last conversation, you told me you still felt very nervous getting into a car, especially during rush hour, because of the traffic noise, horns, etc. How are you dealing with that now?” she asks, and this time, I manage a small smile.

“It’s still complicated, to tell the truth,” I begin, sighing. “Last week we got stuck in a traffic jam and there were lots of horns, lots of motorcycles speeding past us, and I felt very nervous, shaky. But ever since Matias started being my driver again, I think the anxiety has lessened a lot.”

“Matias is your official bodyguard, right?” she asks, looking at her notes. “Was he with you on the day of the kidnapping?”

“Yes, he’s been working with me for seven years, since I started university,” I murmur. “I have a lot of trust in him. I think that helps.”

“It certainly helps, Natalia. Being surrounded by circumstances that make us feel more at ease, more certain that everything will be okay, all of that is fundamental so that anxiety and panic attacks don’t repeat or escalate,” she says. “Remember how you arrived at my office a few months ago? Shaking and crying, because you didn’t want to leave the house and face traffic and strangers? Today you can be more comfortable here because you already know me, you’re already familiar with me, with the route here, and having confidence in the person driving for you is essential.”

“Matias has always been an excellent driver,” I comment, playing with the strap of my purse. “He’s always been patient, never lost his temper in traffic, he makes me feel very safe. Lúcio, who was assigned to me during his leave, was always irritated, honking and cursing, and that made me even more anxious.”

“I’m glad you’re now with someone who makes you feel safer in your daily life. That will help our process a lot,” she replies with a gentle smile. “Before we finish, one last thing: we still haven’t delved into a very important issue regarding your kidnapping.”

“Which one?”

“Gabriel.”

My reaction is automatic; I shut down immediately, averting my eyes and searching for some way to escape the questioning.

“We’ve already talked about this,” I grumble, and she sighs.

“No, we haven’t,” she counters. “We touched on it superficially and didn’t even get halfway through the issues that need to be worked through about what happened.”

“There’s nothing that needs to be worked through, Doctor,” I murmur, still not looking at her. “My boyfriend deceived me, sold me to a psychopath, and died because of it. What more needs to be said? It’s over, he won’t bother me anymore.”

“A person doesn’t need to be alive to have an impact on our life, Natalia,” she replies, silencing me. “You may never see Gabriel again, never speak to him, but that doesn’t mean everything is resolved. On the contrary, the lack of closure can be even worse for you, because the last time you saw him, spoke to him, everything was fine, he was still your boyfriend, the person you trusted, who you thought would be yours forever.”

“But I was mistaken.”

“No, you were deceived. That’s very different.”

My eyes burn, my throat tightens, and I have to breathe deeply to keep from crying here, because I’m tired of this.

Tired of crying over that son of a bitch.

Tired of feeling powerless, inadequate, and small in the face of the realization that he fooled me so easily, that I spent months with that man, made plans, considered leaving my father’s house to live with him, and never noticed for a moment how much of a liar he was.

Disgusting.

Fake.

All the words, all the declarations, the gestures, the kisses, the times he touched me, made me his, everything, everything was a lie.

Thinking of Gabriel reminds me of how foolish, stupid, blind I was, and it angers me as much as it makes me want to cry, so I don’t want to do it.

Not now.

And not ever.

“Gabriel is dead and buried,” I say emphatically. “I don’t want to dig him up and I don’t want to talk about him. He lied to me, deceived me, and made a fool of me, and it almost cost me my life, the life of my bodyguard and my best friend, and the sanity of my entire family. So I don’t want to talk about it. Everyone is alive, except him, which is a blessing. It’s over.”

It’s very clear my psychologist doesn’t agree with my words, but the little bell indicating the end of our session chimes, filling me with relief at knowing I’ve escaped this.

“You know we haven’t closed this subject, don’t you?” she asks, and I swallow dryly. “I want you to reflect until our next session about your feelings for Gabriel. The hurt, the disappointment, and even the love that might still be in your heart.”

“I don’t love him anymore,” I reply immediately, and she raises an eyebrow.

“It wouldn’t be surprising if you still did. Nor would it be blameworthy. You spent almost a year together, made plans. It takes time for certain wounds to heal,” she ponders, and I feel a slight panic take hold of me.

I can’t love Gabriel.

That’s too sick.

“I can’t love that man,” I murmur, feeling my eyes grow damp.

“Can’t, don’t want to, and don’t love are three very different things, and that’s why we need to talk about him,” she replies softly. “Think about it until our next session and come with an open mind and heart so we can approach this topic, okay?”

“Okay.”

I feel exhausted, small, and stupid, my mind full of horrible hypotheses about dealing with memories of my ex-boyfriend, and I say goodbye to my therapist with a heavy heart and the urge to cry.

As much as I hate it, I know I’ll have to face this.

And that it’s necessary.

I find Matias standing by my car at the building’s exit, and I hesitate briefly when he opens the back door, as usual.

“Do you mind if I sit in the front?” I ask, and he raises an eyebrow, surprised. “I don’t want to be a bother, I just...”

I just don’t want to feel even more alone right now.

I don’t know if he understands or if he just decides not to ask, but he closes the back door and opens the passenger’s, gesturing for me to get in.

I thank him with a soft smile and settle in, putting on my seatbelt while he walks around the car and takes the driver’s seat.

“Straight home, miss?” he asks, and I nod, watching him signal and set the car in motion.

It’s strange seeing him from this angle, but I confess it’s a good strange, ironically familiar.

“Do you mind if I turn on the music?” I ask, out of politeness, and he shakes his head, offering a small smile.

“I just need to...” he begins, reaching for the dashboard, but is interrupted by the sound of an incoming call, and I raise my eyebrow seeing the name on the display:

Lorena.

He quickly presses the reject button, looking embarrassed, and I smile slightly.

“You can...” Before I can finish, another call comes through, and I see him frown in concern. “You can answer, Matias, I don’t mind.”

“I’m sorry, miss, she knows I’m working,” he explains, still seeming uneasy.

“Then it must be an emergency. Answer it.”

He hesitates briefly but presses the green button and answers the call.

“Lore, I’m driving right now.”

“Dindo!”

Contrary to what I thought, it’s not a woman who answers, at least not an adult one.

The childish voice fills the car and makes my driver’s worried expression deepen, because he straightens his back and grips the steering wheel tightly.

“Nicole, where’s your mom?”

“She’s in the bathroom, for a long time. I think her tummy hurts, Dindo,” the little girl replies, lowering her voice as if telling a secret, and I press my lips together to keep from laughing.

“And why did you take your mom’s phone?” Matias asks, still seeming distressed.

“I’m doing the drawing Teacher Carol assigned, but it needs glitter to be pretty, Dindo. Mommy said she’d ask you to buy some, but she always forgets! Will you buy colored glitter for me? It has to have pink, purple, and yellow, Dindo, it’s important! Are you writing it down so you don’t forget?” the little girl asks in a commanding tone, and I lower my head to hide my laugh, because it’s just too funny.

“Nicole, your godfather is working right now, you shouldn’t...”

“Nicole! What are you doing with my phone, girl?” An older, very irritated voice interrupts Matias, and I see him sigh and roll his eyes. “Hello? Carlos?”

“Hi, Lore.”

“My God, I’m sorry, I was in the damn bathroom for two minutes,” she complains, sounding embarrassed. “Haven’t I told you not to take Mommy’s phone unless it’s an emergency?”

“But it was an emergency! A glitter emergency!” the little girl argues, and I laugh again.

“Lorena, I’m driving. With my employer right here next to me,” Matias says through gritted teeth, and the woman gasps.

“Sorry, sorry, I’ll hang up.”

“Don’t forget my glitter!” We can still hear the childish voice yell before the call is cut, and I burst out laughing as soon as silence fills the car, unable to contain myself.

“My God, I’m sorry, miss. That was completely...”

“Hilarious,” I conclude, interrupting him, and use my fingertips to wipe the corners of my eyes, tearing up from laughing so much. “I hope she doesn’t scold the cute little girl.”

“Oh, she will. Their whole life is fighting, all the time.”

“The little girl is your goddaughter?” I ask, just to confirm, and he nods. “And the woman is...”

“My best friend. Practically my sister,” he replies.

“Was she the one at the hospital that day?” I inquire, and he confirms. “I never asked, but I thought she was your wife, or girlfriend, or something.”

“God, no,” he replies so naturally that I think even he is surprised, and he clears his throat. “No, Lore is just my best friend.”

“And you don’t have one?” I ask, curious, and he looks at me confused. “A girlfriend? Or a wife, maybe.”

“No, I don’t,” he replies without elaborating, and I nod briefly, continuing to watch him. “I’m sorry again for the lack of professionalism. I’ll talk to Lore and...”

“Matias, relax. It was just a call. And after the therapy session, it was really nice to have something that made me laugh like that,” I say, reassuring him.

“Was it a difficult session?” he questions a few seconds later, and I sigh.

“It was, but there will be worse ones. But it’s necessary, I understand that.”

“I’m sorry, miss.”

I nod, smiling at him softly, and rub my hands together, feeling a spark of energy.

“But it’s okay, now we need to make a detour on the way home,” I say, and he looks at me without understanding. “We have to buy colored glitter, of course! Pink, purple, and yellow, it’s very important!”

For the first time, I think, I see my driver break into a real smile, completely surprised by my suggestion, and I feel a strange thing in my chest.

“Miss, you don’t have to...”

“I know I don’t. But I want to,” I state without hesitation. “Shall we? There’s a stationery store a few blocks from here.”

He ponders for a few seconds before sighing, nodding with a small smile on his face.

“Let’s go.”

Even though my heart still aches and I’m sure this will be a difficult night, for now I allow myself to think only of colored glitter and pretty things, and I’m grateful for this little piece of distraction.
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