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CHAPTER 1
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Manuela

WAKING UP EARLY FOR work on a Monday morning is far from my favorite activity. The mattress feels softer, the blankets warmer. I always have to drag myself out of bed, trying to beat down my bad mood with mugs of coffee and promises of a weekend that’s still too far away. At least, that’s how it was until the hiring of Rafael Albuquerque, the gorgeous new CEO of GreenMaxi Construction.

I walk into the office and see him near the water cooler. I stop where I am and take a deep breath, trying to control the erratic pounding of my heart and pull myself together, but I don’t have much luck. This has been my routine for the past two weeks: come face-to-face with Rafael and suffer a minor heart attack.

The former executive didn’t cause much of a stir when he announced his retirement. Afonso Cabral already had a full head of white hair and some age-related health issues when I started at the company as a young apprentice. Six years have passed since then, and he finally decided it was time to spend the money he’d saved up.

The question “Who will replace Afonso Cabral?” became a hot topic in the office hallways. Countless names were thrown around, but no one expected the new CEO to be a goddamn piece of eye candy, nearly six and a half feet tall, with bright blue eyes, dark brown hair, and a husky laugh that could soak the driest panties.

I start walking again as I admire his muscular body wrapped in a designer suit with the elegance of someone born to be successful. He looks in my direction, and my face burns, but I straighten my shoulders and put on the posture of a recently promoted project analyst.

“Good morning, Mr. Albuquerque,” I greet him with a small smile.

His eyes glitter, the turquoise blue of his irises identical to the warm waters of the Caribbean Sea.

“Good morning, Miss Rodriguez.”

In his husky voice, my last name sounds like the original Spanish, sending a shiver down my whole body. Imagine waking up early in the morning with this man beside you, whispering in your ear before grabbing you just right and...

Rafael seems to read my mind. His smile widens like a shark’s as his eyes trace my body from head to toe.

I shift my weight from one foot to the other, not knowing how to keep the conversation going. Should I ask how his weekend was or mention the weather? I go with the weather.

“Beautiful day, isn’t it?”

“Very,” he emphasizes, locking his eyes back on mine.

The burning in my face turns into an uncontrollable fire. I must be as red as a tomato.

To cover it up, I reach for the water dispenser on the wall. I press the button to grab a cup, trying to keep my fingers steady during this simple process, but a girl as unlucky as me should already be used to this. Of course something goes wrong, and it goes wrong right in front of the CEO.

At least five little cups scatter across the floor, the muffled sound of plastic hitting the floor echoing in my ears countless times.

“I’m so sorry!” Somewhat desperate, I bend down to pick up the cups.

Rafael laughs, rougher than ever, but I’m not looking at his face. I don’t even notice when he bends down to help me. Embarrassed, I focus on gathering everything, and right on the last one, our fingers touch.

It’s light, almost goes unnoticed, but it’s enough for a strong electric current to shoot up my arm. The same feeling as getting a shock when touching something metal, but amplified a hundred times. I look up, and we’re staring at each other again. Rafael’s expression is amused.

“It’s fine, Miss Rodriguez.” He holds out the little cup, which I take along with the others, and we stand up. His height looms over me. “I’ll see you at the meeting, okay?”

Before I can answer, the man turns his back and walks with calm steps to the glass-walled office on the other side of the room. I stand there, frozen like an idiot, watching how the expensive fabric of his suit stretches perfectly across his back and broad shoulders.

Only then do I let out the air I didn’t even realize I was holding, the thump-thump-thump in my ears betraying the acceleration of my heart while one question consumes my entire mind: is Rafael Albuquerque, the young CEO of GreenMaxi Construction, interested in me?

God, I wish I were more competent at picking up on this kind of thing! I’ve always been shy, the type of girl who preferred to stay in the school library and ran off at the mere mention of the opposite sex. The boys didn’t pay much attention to me either, and we just coexisted, each pretending the other didn’t exist.

I was that kind of average-looking kid who entered adolescence without knowing whether I’d stay a simple ugly duckling or blossom into a beautiful swan. I ended up blossoming only at the end of my teens. The boys became young men, and then they started to notice me.

Being shy and clumsy aren’t favorable traits for any girl, but they never stopped me from trying to find a partner. I just didn’t expect that a chronic case of bad luck would make the task impossible.

I was in my last year of high school when Iago, the best-looking boy in class, smiled at me. I smiled back, believing an invitation would come, and it did. Or rather, it tried to. Iago tripped, fell, and broke a tooth trying to ask me out for ice cream after class. That was enough to keep other potential suitors at a distance.

I got asked out again soon after, when I joined the young apprentice program. Did I get lucky? Of course not! I was so excited that I spilled a mug of coffee all over the poor guy’s brand-new white shirt. Luckily, the drink was warm, but just like the first time, the invitation was lost and the date never happened.

Work got heavier, pushing aside any potential flings. The managers quickly saw how hardworking I was, and the company offered to pay for a technical course after hours. My father had just lost his job, and my family was going through serious financial trouble, so I had to grab every opportunity that came my way.

After that, they paid for English classes and half of my college tuition while I spent my weekends studying nonstop to keep the scholarship for the other half. In the meantime, of course I got interested in other guys, and they got interested in me.

Just when my bad luck seemed to let up, something unexpected would happen, and the dates would have to be canceled at the last minute. With my workload and studies getting heavier all the time, I simply gave up. I limited myself to a little kiss here, another there, without any prospect of anything more, and focused on my career.

I got hired permanently. I moved up the ranks, and today I’m a twenty-two-year-old virgin project analyst with zero luck in love. The situation is so critical that sometimes I think about hiring someone to help me out.

I snap back to the present and realize what I’m doing only when a secretary gives me a curious look: all five little biodegradable plastic cups are being crushed between my fingers. A little embarrassed, I toss the crumpled cups into the trash can and pull another one from the dispenser.

With no Greek god by my side, of course the cup falls perfectly into place. I fill it with water and bring it to my lips, the clear liquid sliding coolly down my throat and dousing the last traces of the fire on my face. Desire is replaced by shame. Rafael doesn’t wear a ring, and he’s definitely used to sleeping with God knows how many different women a week. He would never give a second look to a unlucky virgin who only knows how to kiss.

I let out a long sigh before throwing the cup in the trash and heading to my office. I put my bag on the corner of the desk, sit down in my chair, and watch the movement of the other employees as the computer boots up. Unlike the CEO’s office, mine isn’t made entirely of glass, but the window with the blinds up lets me see almost the whole office.

I focus on what I need to do today. The meeting starts in an hour, but maybe I’ll have time to review the project for a fast-food franchise that’s over the initial budget before I go.

“Manuela? Oh, Manuela!” a voice calls out.

I look up and come face to face with Ivone Diniz, the financial director. The beautiful woman in her fifties stares at me with raised eyebrows and a slight smile. With her hair cut short and no shame in showing off the gray strands, Ivone reminds me of Miranda Priestly from The Devil Wears Prada, except she’s infinitely nicer.

She’s been my biggest mentor ever since I first set foot in GreenMaxi Construction. For a long time, she tried to pull me toward the financial department, but I ended up falling in love with projects. The change didn’t stop us from developing a certain friendship.

“Hi, Ivone!”

“Hi.” She laughs, amused. “Aren’t you coming to the meeting?”

I glance sideways at the computer clock: nine-ten! My God, I got so distracted by the graphs and projections that I completely forgot about the appointment with the CEO!

“Of course,” I say, getting up in a flurry. “Do you know what Mr. Albuquerque plans to talk about today?”

“Not yet, but I’d bet on the new mall project.”

I nod, and together we walk toward the meeting room. The new boss has held countless meetings since he arrived, but this is the first time I’ve been called to one.

I confess I don’t really understand why. I’m just an analyst; there’s no major reason for me to be in a meeting with the CEO. Not that I’m complaining, of course. If there’s one thing that’s shaking up this company, it’s this project. Everyone, without exception, wants to be part of it.

The management and board members are already in the room when Ivone and I walk in. I greet everyone with a nod as they look at me. Like me, it’s obvious that several of them are wondering why I’m here. Rafael’s blue eyes sparkle as he returns the courtesy.

“Did you think we’d start without you?” he jokes, before gesturing to an empty seat at the enormous oval table.

Rafael has opted to take off his jacket, letting his white shirt show off every muscle in his broad chest. I force myself to look away and, with a small shy smile, sit down next to Ivone. Spread out across the glass surface are the confirmations of our suspicions: reports, graphs, and blueprints of what appears to be a shopping center.

Rafael presses a button on the remote control for the overhead projector, but before the main course arrives, he has to talk about the other projects in development. I pay attention, focused on absorbing everything he says, but it’s clear the table is starving for the mall.

I don’t know how much time passes until a three-dimensional model of a shopping center is displayed on the whiteboard. The admiring ohhh is genuine and comes from everyone’s mouth. The modern facade, the tasteful interior decoration, the fountains in the main square, and the layout of the stores are so harmonious that it conveys complete peace. Maybe São Paulo doesn’t need a new mall, but it certainly hasn’t seen one like this.

“It’s beautiful,” I comment softly. Ivone nods in agreement.

“This,” says Rafael, rising from his chair and approaching the board, “is the biggest project this company has ever seen. Does the city need a new luxury mall?” he asks, looking directly at me. I swallow hard, afraid my face has given away too much, but he blinks and continues. “I say: yes, it does. Because this one right here—” he emphasizes, tapping the board with his knuckles, the tock-tock echoing through the room—“is the ideal model of a sustainable development that, after construction, will be followed by everyone in this city, in Brazil, and around the world.”

“What’s the budget?” asks one of the directors.

“Practically unlimited. Mr. Al-Haroon emphasized how much he wants to see the project finished exactly the way he dreamed it, no matter the cost.” He pauses and looks seriously at each of us before continuing. “Even though we’re friends, it was hard to convince him to invest in the city, and if we want to keep him as a client, the execution of this project has to be flawless.”

We nod in agreement. The Arab tycoon was just elected one of the biggest billionaires in the world. If the mall goes well, he’ll definitely invest in new projects within the company. Regardless, no one wants to displease one of the new CEO’s friends. Word has it that the two met during college in the United States and have been like brothers ever since.

“The project will take months,” Rafael continues. “It’ll be exhausting, but it has to work. Because of that, I need all of us, without exception, to be on the same page. And you—” he points at me. I straighten up in my chair, keeping my spine even more rigid—“will work side by side with me.”

“Me?” I let slip. From the murmurs around me, I’m not the only one surprised. Rafael ignores them.

“Yes, you.” His eyes gleam more than ever as a smile curls at the corner of his mouth. “I would never start this venture without the help of our recently promoted project analyst!”

The way he says it, that husky, seductive voice, certainly won’t go unnoticed by the resident gossips, but I don’t care. I straighten my posture even more and nod in firm agreement. Rafael’s smile widens, but he composes himself and continues the meeting.

If before I only suspected, now I’m sure: the CEO is attracted to me too.

​
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CHAPTER 2

[image: ]




Manuela

MY HEAD’S SPINNING a mile a minute while I struggle to pay attention to the rest of the meeting. Other employees have been called in to work directly on the project, and it’s obvious how thrilled they are with the opportunity.

Soon Rafael dismisses everyone and, with a meaningful look and a brief nod, says goodbye to me. I smile slightly and watch him walk away. It finally hits me. I’m going to spend the next few months working shoulder to shoulder with temptation in the form of a boss who fills my every thought! And from the looks of it, the chances of something more developing are huge!

“Lunch?” Ivone invites, pulling me back to reality.

I open my mouth to suggest the cheap self-service place across the street when Celina grabs my arm.

“Can I come too?” she asks in a sickly sweet falsetto.

I nod, left with no other choice. She’s Ivone’s friend and the CEO’s executive assistant. As much as I dislike her presence, I can’t risk upsetting her for no good reason.

Celina lets go of me and starts chatting with the finance director. I follow them toward the elevator, my mind elsewhere, trying to figure out a solution if my impressions about Rafael are right. If they are, sooner or later he’ll ask me out, and he sure as hell knows what kind of dessert he’ll want after dinner. How do I accept an invitation when I have zero experience?

Once we’re out of the building, the two women ignore my favorite restaurant and head to an upscale bistro instead, but that’s fine. My family’s financial situation ended up resolving itself in the most unexpected way possible. With only my own bills to pay, I can treat myself to a different meal for lunch.

We sit down at the table and are greeted by a friendly waitress. I scan the menu and order first, choosing grilled chicken with sautéed potatoes and a glass of orange juice. I stare at the wide glass windows while my companions pick their dishes, so lost in thought that I nearly jump out of my chair when a finger touches my arm. Celina’s shrill laugh echoes through the small space.

“Thinking about the CEO?” she teases, but I don’t find it funny in the least. I know she’s one of the biggest gossips at GreenMaxi. I stay quiet, but she keeps going, as if she can read minds. “Of course you are. Everyone saw how the man couldn’t take his eyes off you during the meeting.”

I stare at her, frozen with fear. I glance sideways at Ivone, but she noticed too. I think fast, searching for words to shake that impression before Celina starts making snide comments in some secret WhatsApp group, but the director is quicker.

“Maybe it’s your imagination,” she tries to downplay it.

Celina almost looks offended.

“No, it’s not! And who could blame him? It should be a crime for a man that hot to exist. And our Manu is gorgeous,” she compliments. I run my hand over my face, uncomfortable, but she doesn’t seem to notice. On the contrary, her eyes light up, full of eagerness to spread information. “You know what I heard?” My curious side gets the better of me, so I shake my head no, while Ivone murmurs a quick no along with me. Aware she has our attention, Celina adjusts herself in her seat and lowers her voice, forcing us both to lean over the table to hear. “Not only does he have a huge dick, the man is absolutely wild in bed!”

My face heats up again as Ivone laughs.

“Well, with that height, you’d expect the dick to be big too. As for the rest...” She shrugs. “I’m not sure I buy it. People love making up stories.”

“Well, believe it,” the secretary retorts with a superior air. “I’ve heard some of his conversations with friends myself. In one of them, Rafael said loud and clear that he likes women who take initiative. Lets them grab him and pull off his clothes before he turns the tables, takes hold of them, and tames them between the sheets.”

“Wow!” Ivone puts a hand to her chest while I rub my thighs together. “And what else?”

Celina gets excited. I squirm in my chair, both curious and uncomfortable with the conversation. Besides the subject itself, it’s not pleasant sitting here on soaking-wet panties.

“Then he said he tied the woman’s wrists with a silk tie, turned her onto all fours, and finished the job. Can you imagine, being tied up by him like that?”

My face burns. I am imagining it, Celina.

We’re interrupted by the waitress’s arrival. She serves the drinks, excuses herself, and leaves us alone again. I take a sip of my orange juice, but it can’t put out the fire raging inside me. The secretary also takes a drink before continuing.

“Believe me, these conversations happen all the time.” Her voice takes on a suspenseful tone. “But last week, he seemed pretty unhappy with one of the women he went out with while he was on the phone with that Al-Haroon guy.”

“Why?” I ask, my voice a little strangled. Celina gives me a meaningful look before going on.

“Because the girl had no experience. A disaster! She was in her twenties, but he said he’d have to teach her everything. She was practically a virgin!” She deepens her voice, trying to imitate him without success. “Now tell me, who these days gets to that age still being a virgin? No one!”

Her laughter spreads through the bistro as the air vanishes from my lungs. I suck in a sharp breath, feeling cold sweat gather on my forehead, thread after thread of icy blood running through my veins. Ivone narrows her eyes at me but says nothing. I silently thank her when she decides to drop the subject and starts talking about something else that I can’t focus on.

The reality of what I missed by not taking advantage of my teenage years and early adulthood the way I theoretically should have comes crashing down on my head. My brain spins, trying to find a solution, when a crazy idea starts to form.

What if I actually hire someone to help me?
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I COME BACK FROM LUNCH in silence. If my companions notice, they don’t say anything. They’re so caught up discussing the latest episode of the soap opera that they don’t even respond when I say goodbye and step into my office. I close the door and peek through the half-open blinds. The other employees seem busy enough with their tasks, too preoccupied to pay much attention to the analyst who just got back.

I finish closing the blinds, walk around the desk, sit down in front of the lit monitor, and place my fingers on the keyboard, thoughts racing. Since I can’t rely on past experience, I need to focus on getting it now.

I decide to set my shyness aside and take action. Every single time a sexual topic comes up, I react the same way: I turn red while pretending I’m used to it. Enough! I want to feel the sensations for myself. Gain experience so I’ll never be embarrassed again when someone brings it up. Be able to accept any dinner invitation, knowing full well where the meal will end. Feel in my skin, in every nerve ending, all the delicious emotions of good sex.

I think about alternatives before going through with the idea. If I had girlfriends, I could ask them to set me up with a guy who could help me out. Since I don’t, the only other option is to go to a sex shop and buy a vibrator.

Would it be the same thing? No, but it would be better than nothing. A faint sadness settles in my chest at the thought. I know there are all sorts of definitions when it comes to virginity, but it would be depressing to lose it to a silicone-coated phallic object—and I’d still have no clue how to react in front of a flesh-and-blood man.

The best alternative is to hire a... specialist. A slight chill runs down my spine as I drum my fingers on the keyboard. Maybe he’ll find the request unusual, but he’s a professional, right? Unless I’m really unlucky, he’ll know what to do. Yes, that’s what it’ll have to be, and it has to be now, before I chicken out and stay stuck in this misery.

Okay, but how do I even research this? I take a deep breath, searching for inspiration.

Is it correct to search for “prostitute”? I don’t know. “Prostitute” sounds so low-class. What if I look for “male escort”? That sounds a bit nicer, but also kind of old-fashioned.

I think a little more, my fingers still frozen, doubt making me question whether I should go through with it, when I remember a third term: “gigolo.”

Before reason can take over and make me change my mind, I open an incognito window and type those three little words into the search engine. I close my eyes, afraid of what the search might bring up.

But when I open them again, I’m faced with a simple white screen displaying a common list of websites. I glance over the monitor. The closed blinds let me see only shadows moving back and forth as people return from lunch. I strain my ears, making sure no one is about to walk into my office, and click on the first link.

Mild disappointment washes over me. I don’t know what I expected to find, but it wasn’t a site with such a bare-bones layout, reminiscent of old photo-sharing social networks. An unappealing logo, a plain black background, and a collection of images of about twenty shirtless men, half of them with erect penises hanging out.

The wave of heat floods my face again, and on reflex, I move the mouse arrow to the X in the top right corner of the screen, ready to close the window and forget this nonsense. But curiosity gets the better of me—of course it does. I shake my head and refocus on what’s in front of me.

None of the guys look over thirty. Apart from that, they’re completely different, a lineup of men for every taste. White, Black, blond, dark-haired, tall, short, muscular, skinny, fat... I stare at each one, fascinated by the variety and, above all, by how good-looking most of them are. Not that the others are ugly—they just aren’t my type.

I’m not here just to stare, though. I’m here to take action. I look at photo after photo until one catches my eye: a dark-haired man with a sarcastic smile. His face is average—neither handsome nor ugly—the kind that wouldn’t stand out. I’d probably walk right past him on the street if it weren’t for his attractive body. That alone would make most cis women take a second look.

An intricate tribal tattoo winds around his toned biceps, emphasizing the muscle in his arm. I let my eyes travel down his broad chest to his washboard abs, bare skin interrupted only by a white Speedo that reveals his assets. Without thinking too much, I click on the photo.

The browser opens a new page. At the top, an enlarged version of the photo confirms that yes, the Speedo reveals every detail of his generously endowed attributes.

The fabric must be the cheapest kind possible, because there’s no way I’m actually seeing the outline of a wide mushroom-shaped glans, followed by a long—very long—veiny penis. The thing is so big it extends past the guy’s hip. How big is that thing?

I scroll down, and I don’t have to guess. Twenty-four centimeters. The guy has a third leg between his thighs! Next to the size of his endowment, there’s a WhatsApp number, a note saying he sees both men and women, and the price: two hundred reais.

In the description below all that, he states he doesn’t have time for curious people, won’t send photos over the phone, and likes to take charge and fuck hard, really good, until the client can’t stand anymore.

“With a member that size, I imagine it doesn’t take much effort,” I mutter to myself, scrolling further down.

And a massive dick, thick and veiny, appears on my monitor. My jaw drops. The outline in the Speedo didn’t do justice to what I’m seeing. The man is big, seriously!

Breathless, I move the mouse to the back arrow in the browser. What would that guy do to my untouched pussy? I need a man who’s more... gentle.

If that even exists. I figure women hire gigolos to satisfy their deepest desires. If that’s the case, they’re probably used to pinning them against the living room wall or taking them face-down over the kitchen table—not going slow and gentle to break in a virgin.

I push the thought away and click on another guy’s photo. Only then do I notice the name he uses on the site: Big Dick Dominator. Pure curiosity makes me scroll down to see what he has to offer.

The first name would have fit the previous guy better, but the pile of photos with ropes, handcuffs, whips, and paddles proves he’s a born dominant. In the description, he makes it clear he doesn’t like fuss, and if someone prefers something milder, they should look for another guy.

I go back to the previous screen, disheartened. Isn’t there a single man on this site who can solve my problem without making me walk funny for three days or marking my skin with red welts from ropes and paddles? All I want is to gain some experience with calm, gentle lovemaking.

Lovemaking? No one makes love for money, you idiot!, my mind screams. The discouragement grows, wrapping my heart in its webs of sadness.

“He’s got a nice dick between his legs,” a voice says behind me. I jump in my chair, startled. Ivone is standing next to me, staring at the monitor with complete interest. Fuck! I got so immersed in my research I didn’t hear her come in! Slowly, the director’s eyes shift from the screen to mine, the smile on her face making it clear how amusing she finds the situation. “Who would’ve thought, huh, Manuela?”

“I, uh...” I choke, trying to find a way out of this embarrassing situation, unsure whether to close the browser window first or crawl under the desk and pray this is just a nightmare. “It’s not what you think,” I manage to say, my voice barely a whisper.

To my complete surprise, she bursts out laughing. Loud, very loud. I look in panic at the half-open door, hoping no one walks past it. How could I be so stupid? I should have locked the door, or better yet, done my research at home!

Ivone looks at me, her smile bigger than ever.

“Let’s not be hypocrites,” she says, amused. “We’re both over eighteen. I’m just surprised because I never imagined a pretty young thing like you would need to pay for sex.”

I tremble from head to toe. Ivone notices and gives me total freedom to speak. I bite my lips, unsure, but the director is the closest thing I have to a friend. If I can’t confide in her, who can I?

“It’s just...” I stop, not knowing how to continue. Ivone waits patiently while I try to muster up the courage. Suddenly, it comes. “I’m still a virgin. I thought... maybe... one of these guys could help me.”

“Ahh. I did sense some tension when Celina started describing the CEO’s sexual adventures during lunch,” she comments. I lower my head, my face burning with shame. A gentle finger lifts my chin, making me meet her eyes. “Don’t be like that, Manuela. Every woman has her own timing.”

“I know...” The courage fades, and panic starts to take over.

Holy Mary, I’m doing this search on the company computer, right in the middle of office hours! What if she tells someone? Manuela Rodriguez, rising star professional, fired for looking at naked men during work hours. I swallow hard and stare at her:

“Ivone, you’re not going to tell anyone about this, are you?”

“Of course not!” She brings a hand to her chest, offended. “Your secret is my secret. Actually, if that’s what you’re after, I think I can help.”

I frown, not understanding what she means, but relieved that she won’t say a word. The older woman steps closer and, without asking permission, takes the mouse from my hand and scrolls the screen until a photo of Big Dick Dominator with his erect member fills every pixel of the monitor.

“He’s handsome,” she approves, glancing sideways at me, “but I’ve always had doubts about sites like this. They don’t offer any protection, you know? I can send you an invite to a site where you’ll find reliable men—much better than this one.”

I blink once, twice, three times, not sure I heard her right. Ivone, the legendary finance director at GreenMaxi Construction, married mother of two grown children, uses a service specializing in male escorts? My eyes drop straight to the massive gold wedding ring on one of the fingers resting on the mouse, so big and shiny it practically sparkles.

“You’ve already—” I start, but she cuts me off with a gesture.

“Don’t ask hard questions. I have my reasons, just like you have yours,” she says, adjusting her posture. She doesn’t hide it; on the contrary, she brings her hand closer to me, emphasizing that yes, she’s a married woman who goes out with male escorts. “Do you want the invite or not?”

“I do!” I say, without even thinking.

“Then write down your personal email—not your work one—on a piece of paper. I’ll send the invite in a bit.”

I do as she asks, my hand slightly trembling as I hand her the paper. Ivone takes it with her fingertips, her eyes dead serious.

“That’s all you need?” I ask. She nods.

“I should warn you, the site is exclusive. Only invited women can join, and the slightest slip-up gets you expelled.” I nod, just as serious as she is. Ivone’s eyes soften a little as she checks something on the monitor before looking back at me. “And nobody there charges two hundred reais for a session, but your new salary as an analyst should cover it.” She grins, all mischief.

“It definitely will.” I smile back, trying to sound casual as I calculate how much I can dip into my savings.

Ivone laughs and heads for the door. She places her hand on the handle and, before leaving, looks over her shoulder.

“I hope you can handle it, too.”

She laughs one last time and walks out, letting the door swing shut on its own as I stare at the space where she was. My heart is racing. I get up to go to the bathroom and splash water on my face, but the sound of a new notification on my phone fills the room.

I pull it out of my bag, unlock the screen, and see Ivone’s invite. I tap it and come face-to-face with a discreet email, much more elegant than the design of the site I visited moments ago. On a black background with rose-gold accents, I read the following words:

You have received an exclusive invitation to discover Aphrodite’s Secrets. Click and be welcomed into a world of pleasures provided by our luxury companions.

Oh, so that’s the name. Without overthinking it, I click accept.

​
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CHAPTER 3
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Manuela

NO ERECT PENIS APPEARS on the screen. This time, I’m forwarded to a page listing the rules for The Secrets of Aphrodite. I read them one by one. Most are basic, like the one requiring all negotiations to take place only within the site itself.

But some involve prohibitions against hiring escorts to stage a jealousy scene or even burn them with lit cigarette butts. I frown at how absurd this all is and move on to the next screen.

Here, I’m invited to choose a nickname and enter my personal information, with the promise that everything will be kept in absolute secrecy. I nod in agreement and start filling it out. I try to think of something more elaborate than Manu, but I’m so nervous I just leave it as is and autopilot through the rest, stopping only at the fields for my credit card details.

“You can still back out,” my brain warns, but I ignore it, hit by a sudden rush of excitement. I know Ivonne would never send me an invitation to a dead end. I take another deep breath and, finally, click continue.

The screen goes black. I think everything’s gone wrong, but then the rosy tones return with a welcome message informing me I’m the newest member of The Secrets of Aphrodite. Without me clicking anything, the screen darkens again and then, like an elegant sunrise, opens up to reveal the most gorgeous men I’ve ever seen.

My jaw drops as I look at them one by one. They have to be professional models or movie stars! The only reason I believe someone could actually be this beautiful in real life is the CEO—otherwise, I’d swear they were the work of a Photoshop wizard.

Unlike the other site, on The Secrets of Aphrodite there’s no badly lit photo or anyone named Big Dick Dominator. The images are professional, showing the available men in peak physical condition, with an elegance that would make the world’s best fashion magazines jealous.

A laugh from outside the door makes me lift my head from my phone. Lunch break is over, and I need to get this done once and for all. I turn my attention back to the device and gaze, enchanted, at the top of the site, where the highest-rated escorts are featured.

My eyes land on number one: a man using the name Oscar, The Wolf. His strong face sports dark brown hair of medium length, purposefully messy, and a neatly trimmed stubble. His deep blue irises are as hypnotic as those of a wild beast that could take down its prey with a single blink.

His body is spectacular. I admire the broad chest and the carved abdominal muscles, tracing every inch of his skin until I reach the leather belt holding up his casual jeans. Everything about him oozes testosterone, and for the first time since Ivonne left, I feel calm enough for desire to stir again.

I click on his profile and am rewarded with more photos—those fierce eyes and that chiseled body in full evidence in every single one. I scroll down, curious to see him naked, but there isn’t a single shot of him nude. In the raciest ones, he’s only wearing a black boxer brief that outlines the bulge between his legs. And what a bulge! If that Sarcastic Brunet with the Boring Face and the Big Dick from God Knows Where saw this, they’d die of envy for sure.

In the underwear photo, Oscar stares at the camera with a challenge in his eyes. Want to see more? Then pay up. My curiosity through the roof, I skim some of the countless five-star reviews praising his performance and head straight to the booking section.

One click, and a calendar opens to reveal that Oscar is booked solid until the end of next month.

“Holy shit!” I blurt out. “I can’t catch a break even when I’m paying for it!”

Frustrated, I scroll back up to admire him one last time before looking for another escort, when I notice his rate: a thousand reals per session.

I’m too stunned to curse again! If he worked every weekday of the month, that’s over twenty thousand reals—more than double what I make as a project analyst! And that’s if he only does one session a day! I go back to the previous screen, still dumbfounded, and my eyes fall on the profile next to his.

My heart beats a little faster. I could spend hours describing the square jaw, the stubble, or the short light-brown hair, but it’s his eyes that hold me. A luminous, hypnotic shade of green, locked onto mine as if the man were actually here, staring at me with blazing desire.

That alone would be enough, but it’s a small detail that draws me in: the brown spot at the lower corner of his left iris, like a tiny oval dry leaf fallen onto a lush green field. It gives him such an absurd charm that it becomes impossible not to click on his name.

Benício.

Just like with his colleague, I scroll down looking for more photos, and only then do I notice his athletic body, perfectly toned. I have to close my mouth to keep from drooling. His muscles are soft, sculpted with delicacy, every subtle curve of his rounded chest and carved abdomen capable of rousing the most dormant fiber of my being.

I keep scrolling, hoping the site will show him naked, when I realize I’m about to start drooling. Rising from the center of his legs is the most beautiful penis this brief search has offered me. It’s big, yes, very big, but it’s also harmonious, the right size for the right man.

For some reason, Benício doesn’t show his face in the nude photos. That sets off an alarm, but my excitement is so overwhelming I ignore it. No escort would have this many positive reviews if he were anything different from what’s shown.

If after all that I still wasn’t convinced, it’s a line from Benício’s profile description that finally seals the deal. A detail, light and subtle, that might go unnoticed by others—but not by me: patient with beginners.

He’s everything I need! I click to schedule a time and say a silent prayer that he has openings soon, not next month. To my relief, his schedule isn’t that packed, but the current week is full, leaving only slots for seven days from now.

I’m about to click on next Monday, but the screen refreshes on its own, showing a free slot appear for tonight. Finally, a bit of luck! Without a second thought, I click and snatch the spot for myself.

My fingers tremble slightly when five hundred reals are charged to my credit card, but I barely care about the amount. Starting at eight p.m., Benício will be all mine.
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Manuela

I SPEND THE REST OF the day on autopilot. My body’s been taken over by this strange cocktail of anxiety, excitement, and desire in uneven doses, all of them jockeying for control somewhere inside my brain. In a few hours, I’m going to lose my virginity to a gorgeous man who’s experienced as hell and fully capable of driving me out of my mind.

But as the hours drag on and my shift crawls toward the end, the anxiety starts yelling louder. The Secrets of Aphrodite sent a confirmation email, and that’s when I realized I selected my apartment instead of one of their partner hotels for Benício.

If I want to change it, I’d have to cancel the transaction and start all over again. Yes, written exactly like that, as if I were buying some ultra-luxury product on a very fancy website. The wordplay bugs me, even though the blunt truth is the same: for five hundred reais, I bought a few hours of a man’s body.

I shake my head, trying to focus on the report in front of me. I glance at the clock in the corner of my monitor—thirty minutes to send the file to the CEO’s email. No time to waste if I want to leave as close to my official quitting time as possible.

I keep going with my tasks, but the report’s getting harder, the paragraphs needing one or two reads to actually sink in. I start getting annoyed. This is the kind of thing I’d breeze through in half an hour, no trouble at all, if my rational brain hadn’t been replaced by a blob of Jell-O.

But the new CEO believes in my competence. And that, somehow, gives me enough energy to finish the report ten minutes before the end of my shift. I read it one last time, fix a tiny mistake that slipped through, and send it off to my boss.

I wrap up everything I need to wrap up and double-check that I cleared my browser history before shutting down. I used an incognito tab for my research, but nobody ever died from being cautious. With everything in order, I grab my bag, my blazer, and head out of the office.

And walk straight into Rafael.

The man is tall enough to look down at me, way down, and the inevitable happens: his eyes lock onto my chest before lifting to meet mine. A little smirk tugs at his mouth as my face heats up. Sometimes I wonder if a person can spontaneously combust just from receiving a smile.

“Leaving already, Miss Rodriguez?” he asks, rougher than usual.

“Yes.” I swallow hard and pull myself together—shoulders back, chest out, trying to look professional—and watch Rafael’s eyes drop right back to my cleavage. “I mean, unless you need anything else. Is there a problem with the report?”

“No. It’s perfect, like everything you do.”

Oh, sweet Lord. I don’t know if that’s a line, but it’s enough to get me going. I breathe deep, trying to come up with something witty, worthy of a bold woman, but I’ve got nothing.

“Oh... thank you,” I manage. Rafael’s smile widens.

“I only speak the truth.” Without asking permission, he trails his fingertips down the whole length of my arm until he reaches my hand. Slowly, he lifts it to his face and, without breaking eye contact, presses a kiss to my skin. The combination of soft lips and the light prickle of his short beard is so intoxicating that if I haven’t burst into flames by now, I never will. “See you tomorrow.”

“T-t-tomorrow...” I stammer, but the CEO is already gone, leaving one Manuela Rodriguez and her raised hand frozen in place like I’ve had a stroke. I blink, aware that I’m standing in the middle of the office, and remember my appointment later tonight.

I say goodbye to the rest of the staff and head for the exit. I ignore rush-hour traffic in São Paulo and take the subway. I live relatively close to work, and a few stations later, I’m standing in front of the door of my newly purchased apartment.

The desire to live alone started growing the moment my family’s finances got back on track, but I only pulled it off after my promotion. I look fondly at the small but well-laid-out space, this little corner I earned after so much effort.

I walk through the kitchen and toss my bag and blazer onto the sofa any which way, until I remember I’ll have a visitor soon. I’m not sure what I want Benício to think of me, but I don’t want him to see me as a slob—something my mother’s upbringing made sure I’m not. I pick everything up and take it to my bedroom.

I pull my phone out of my bag and check: one hour until the escort arrives. I ignore the shot of anxiety pumping through my bloodstream as I think about what to wear.

First option is a blouse and jeans, but I scrap that. I want something easier to take off, so that leaves dresses. I scan the options in my closet and pick the newest one: a white summer dress with delicate blue flowers scattered across the full skirt. I lay it over the bedsheet and rush to the bathroom.

Even though I’m not active, I usually keep myself waxed down there. I toss my work clothes into the hamper and check if everything’s in order. It’s not. A stray hair or two has started to grow. I grab a fresh razor from the drawer and, with some cream, glide it over my skin until everything’s nice and smooth. I do the same with my legs and armpits, and only then do I step into the shower.

I close my eyes and try to relax with the warm water and the lavender-scented soap, but a frustrated grunt escapes my throat. Was it supposed to be this... stressful?

“I have to do this,” I tell myself. “I have to. And it’s going to be good. Really good. I’m sure of it,” I emphasize as I turn off the water and step out. I dry off with a towel, and then a serious problem hits me.

I rummage through the drawers and find nothing, not one single sexy piece of lingerie. Shit. How did I forget this? I stare at my plain sets of panties and bras. Well, I could receive the escort with nothing on under the dress. Too daring? Yeah. But practical, too.

Except I’m not a daring woman. At least, not yet. I huff in frustration and grab two white pieces. I pull the dress over them, zip up the side, and stare at myself in the mirror. Despite the damp, messy hair and the scared look on my face, I look pretty presentable.

Half the time is gone by the time I turn on the blow-dryer and try to shape the brown waves on my head. With that done, I wipe the sweat off my face with the towel and focus on makeup. No point in slathering on heavy foundation if I’m already melting, so I emphasize my eyes with liner and mascara and finish with a pink lipstick. To top it off, I spray a spritz of perfume on my wrists and behind my ears.

I’m ready.

I step out of the ensuite bathroom and take a deep breath as I face the bed. Carefully, I smooth the sheet with my hands. Benício should be here in a few minutes. I break out in a cold sweat and go back to the bathroom, loading up on deodorant. When I come back, I’m not in the mood to amp up my anxiety by staring at the stage where everything will go down. Better to wait, sitting on the living room sofa. Could he take me right there? Sure, but whatever...

I’ve barely sat down when I realize I’m not wearing any shoes. I jump up, and the intercom rings. I stare at the digital clock in the living room: seven o’clock on the dot. Time went faster than I thought, and the damn man is as punctual as a proper Brit.

I stand in the middle of the room like an idiot, not sure where to go, and the intercom rings again. A lightning bolt seems to strike my head: I snap out of my trance and run to the kitchen.

“Hello?”

“Miss Rodriguez?” the doorman confirms. “A man named Benício is here to see you. Should I let him in?”

“Yes,” I say, fully aware that soon I’ll be letting him in other places, too.

The doorman says goodnight, but I don’t have time to reply. I slam the intercom back on the hook and race to my bedroom. A shoe. I need a shoe, but it’s like they’ve all been swallowed by a monster hiding in the closet. I grab the first pair of sandals I find, shove them on, and get back to the living room just as the doorbell rings. I stare at the light wood of the door, take a deep breath, and turn the key in the lock.

Slowly, Benício lifts his green eyes from his phone. They widen slightly, like he’s surprised to see me, while my brain short-circuits trying to process what’s standing in front of me.

In person, he’s even more beautiful. It’s hard to imagine a guy in a plain white T-shirt and jeans could be this attractive. Every inch of fabric hugs his skin perfectly, showing off the muscles on his tall, lean frame.

Benício pulls himself together and gives a small smile. The surprise in his eyes turns into incandescent green flames, broken only by that charming little brown spot.

“Hi,” he says, his voice soft and seductive. He steps forward, his big frame filling the whole doorway as he steps inside, never taking his eyes off mine for a second. I keep staring at him, dumbstruck by his beauty. Slowly, he reaches out, takes my hand and, just like Rafael did earlier, presses a kiss to my skin. “I’m Benício Ferrara.”

I blink, remembering why he’s here.

“Hi. I’m Manuela Rodriguez, and I need you to take my virginity.”
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Benicio

I’M CAUGHT COMPLETELY off guard. I blink back at her, confused, not sure I heard her right. From the minute I laid eyes on this woman’s profile, I suspected something was off, but I never thought I’d get a request this... direct.

At first, I figured she was lying about her age. The loyal clientele who can afford the prices of any high-end escort are the older women. Most of them don’t mind announcing loud and clear that they want to be taken hard and fucked deep until they scream the way their husbands never could, but for some reason they get shy about revealing their real age.

Sixty turns into fifty. Fifty might become forty. In most cases, I know it’s a lie the second I lay eyes on them, but I keep my mouth shut and do my best. Like a genie out of a lamp, I’m there to fulfill desires, not to pass judgment. If they feel better lying about their age, let them lie.

Since Manuela signaled she was twenty-two, I came expecting to find a woman of at least thirty. Those are rare, but they show up now and then. They’re the curious ones who want to experience good sex, but their profiles go inactive on the site once their curiosity is satisfied.

On top of that, she asked me to come to her apartment. Who in their right mind asks an escort, on a first date, to come straight to their apartment?

To create a safe environment for everyone, the Secrets of Aphrodite has partnerships with the best hotels and motels in the city. Not that I or any other guy on the site pose a threat, but we’re still strange men alone with a woman in her own home.

And there’s the other side of it: what if she’s not alone? I’ve jumped out of plenty of windows thanks to cheated-on boyfriends, fiancés, or husbands who were more than a little pissed off because of schemes their women cooked up just to make them jealous. The site rules are clear, but once the purpose is served, what difference does getting kicked out make? This girl lives on the seventh floor, which makes things tricky if I need a quick escape.

With all that in mind, my finger itched to cancel the appointment. It would hurt my ratings, but after ten years in this life, I’ve stopped putting up with a lot of things.

It was an impulse, something I can’t even explain, that made me go through with it. And to my surprise, the woman was honest. The second Manuela opened the door, I saw she’s right in the glory of her twenty-two years.

She’s beautiful. Very beautiful. I couldn’t help staring at her heart-shaped face without a single expression line, framed by thick waves of brown hair spilling over her bust. Her eyes, the same color, intelligent and full of life, stare back at me. Her whole face wrapped in an enchanting shyness.

The fingers that itched to cancel the appointment now itch to pull down the neckline of that little white dress with blue flowers and touch her breasts—not small, not big, but the perfect size to fill a hand. I don’t care what color her nipples are, I want them in my mouth.

I started imagining her completely surrendered in my arms, where I’d pull off the rest of the dress until I saw her naked, just to confirm that everything the fabric hides is real. Without any shame, I’d slide one hand down her flat belly to her thick thighs before going back up to her crotch. Slowly, I’d push two fingers into the center of her wet slit, manipulating her desire until I made her come. I wouldn’t pull them out until her screams of pleasure were loud enough to get the whole floor’s attention.

Then, oh God, then... I haven’t even touched her yet and my dick is already pressing against the fabric of my boxers underneath my jeans. To hide it, I step forward and hold her hand in mine. Soft, delicate. A faint electric current runs up my skin, but of course it would. Only a dead straight man wouldn’t feel the slightest lust for Manuela.

And then she tells me why she called me here. I let our hands fall limp toward our bodies as I stare at the face in front of me, trying to figure out if she’s telling the truth or just fucking with me.

From her expression, she’s telling the truth.

“You want me to do what?” I ask, just to confirm I heard right. Usually women want me to take their clothes off, not other things.

“I want you to take my virginity,” she confirms, stepping forward to close the door. My eyes widen, and in response, she lifts her face, her chin jutted out, full of defiance. “Is that a problem for you?”

Her voice wavers and I confirm what I see in her eyes: fear. It is a problem, I want to say, but I bite my lip and stay quiet. As far as I know, I’ve never taken anyone’s virginity. I pride myself on being known as one of the most patient escorts on the site with beginners, but beginners in the noble art of hiring good sex, not in terms of first sexual experience.

She should have her first time with some nice guy she’s close to. A boyfriend, I don’t know. Not with me.

But she hired me and, well... what choice do I have? I run through the possibilities quickly in my brain. I can request a refund on her credit card and leave, but do I really want to do that? No. She chose me, paid a high sum for me to be here. I know it might sound chauvinistic, but there’s something exciting about being a woman’s first man and, modesty aside, I know I can do a good job.

My dick pulses inside my pants. Yes, I can and I will do this. As much as curiosity is screaming inside my head, I don’t want to know her reasons. I’ll give her the best first time she could dream of, but first I need to think of ways to make her comfortable.

“It’s not a problem at all,” I finally say. I open a smile I consider reassuring, but Manuela looks even more nervous. A certain nervousness grows in me, too. I take her hand back, feeling her palm, once warm, now cold. “We don’t have to rush.”

“Okay.” She nods. “There’s something else I want to ask you.”

Oh God, here it comes.

“Ask away.”

Manuela bites her lip, trying to decide whether to ask or not, but of course she ends up asking.

“I want you to give me some tips.”

“Tips on what?”

“On sex, duh!” She rolls her eyes, like I’m stupid. I just raise an eyebrow and let curiosity speak louder.

“Sorry, but... can I know the reason for all this?”

Manuela pulls her hands out of mine and crosses her arms, pushing her breasts together and lifting them temptingly in the neckline.

“As you must have seen on my profile, I’m already twenty-two...”

“I did see that.” I encourage her to continue, not sure where she’s going.

“And I have no experience.” She sighs, displeased. “Now, a guy at my work is interested in me, and I found out he only likes to go out with experienced women.”

“And you want me to take your virginity so you can go out with him?” I ask, half confused.

“No! Yes! I don’t know!” Manuela raises her voice, but it’s not anger. It’s anxiety. The woman is about to explode. “I just know I’m tired of being a virgin! If I want to have any chance with him or any other normal guy, I need experience. Can you give me that or not?”

I force myself to ignore the “normal guy” comment as I run my hands over my face and stare at her, trying to ignore how everything she just said has the potential to make a man’s dick go soft in under ten seconds.

“I can.” I step closer again and, without asking permission, gently place my hands on her arms.

Manuela’s whole body tenses, but she lets me pull her into a loose hug. Yes, I can help her, but for that I need her to calm down.

Her head rests on my chest, and an intoxicating scent of flowers emanates from her hair. I breathe in deep, dying to bury my nose in those silky strands. Get a grip, Benício! It’s not like you don’t sleep with two women a day! I ignore the thought and focus on the one in my arms.

“You don’t need to be so nervous,” I comment. “Relax. We won’t do anything you don’t want to.”

“I’m not nervous,” she growls softly. I stroke her back with my fingertips and feel her body relax. Slowly, she closes her eyes, the tension draining away. I watch with satisfaction as she nestles into my chest, until her eyes fly open. “You’re already hard!”
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