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CHAPTER 1
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Lorena Martins

THE DOORBELL RINGS the exact moment I finish tying my hair into a tight ponytail. The scent of freshly brewed coffee still hangs in the air, mixed with the aroma of the warm bread my brother, Benício, left for me before heading out.

I take a deep breath and get up from the sofa, counting the steps to the door in my head. Four to the hallway, seven more to the doorknob. I could open it without hesitation, but I hesitate.

“Lorena, open up! I know you’re in there!” The impatient voice of Thiago, my best friend, coaxes a smile from me.

With a quick touch to the lock, I unbolt the door and am greeted by his citrusy scent, which wraps around me immediately. I can’t help but smile even wider, because I love his smell and all the good feelings it brings. Thi smells like childhood, autumn, care. Love.

“Good morning to you too, Thi!”

“Morning, stubborn girl. Had your coffee yet?”

I roll my eyes, even though he can’t see it, because I can already hear his footsteps heading toward my kitchen. It’s always been part of our routine to meet for coffee together a few days a week, and that didn’t change after I lost my sight.

In fact, one of the few things that’s stayed the same since the accident is the way my friend treats me. I’m grateful for it, I won’t lie. Even though he stood by me through the whole turbulent adjustment period, our friendship hasn’t changed. He hasn’t changed. Does he look after me a lot more than before? Yes, definitely. But the teasing, the jokes, the easy dynamic and everything else remains exactly as it’s been since we met at six years old.

“You know I haven’t. Am I going to pass up the chance to have you as my butler, serving me?” I joke, counting my steps to the kitchen and feeling for the high stool I usually sit on when I get there.

My morning routine is almost always calm, but full of little difficulties I’ve learned to navigate. Showering requires double the attention so I don’t mix up the wrong bottles, finding clothes in the closet depends on my meticulous organization so I don’t leave the house looking like a clown, and making coffee without spilling anything is practically a daily challenge. But I manage just fine, thank you.

The bigger problem is Benício. Or rather, his overprotectiveness.

“You’re driving for Uber today, right?” Thiago asks, already knowing the answer.

“Like every day.”

“Did Benício freak out?”

I let out a short laugh.

“Always.”

Thiago laughs along, but I know he gets it.

My brother lives with me, and as much as I love him, there’s a constant feeling of suffocation in our relationship. He’s overprotective and often seems to be treating me like a child, instead of the grown woman I am. But I understand why.

With our parents gone, Benício feels responsible for me, and I know he’d do anything to protect me. I just wish he’d trust me more, and my ability to adapt. For Beni, every time I go out is an unnecessary risk. But convincing him I’m capable of taking care of myself? Well, that’s a bigger challenge than any spilled coffee.

I focus on the sound of Thiago pouring my cup of coffee with milk. I hear him open the fridge, grab the utensils he needs, and cut up the fruit I love so much. I really could manage making my own coffee—I do it when my brother isn’t around to do everything—but I let my friend serve me this time.

“What’s up?” I ask after a moment of silence.

“Huh? Nothing. Why are you asking?”

“Considering you’re not complaining about your life, your job, or your neighbor, it’s one of two things: either you’ve taken up yoga without telling me, or you’re worried about something else you don’t want to tell me...”

“Are you a witch or something?” The incredulous tone in his voice makes me laugh and shake my head.

I don’t need to see to know my friend’s handsome face is twisted into a grimace. Fortunately, I know exactly what he looks like. Or rather, what his version from six years ago, when I could still see, looked like. Black curly hair, honey-colored eyes, very pale skin, and a body that would make gym rats jealous.

“I’m not a witch, I just know you too well,” I tease, reaching out until I find the rim of the cup he places in front of me. The heat spreads through the ceramic, comforting. I feel around a little more, searching for the now almost-cold bread my brother prepared, and ask my friend before taking a bite: “So? What’s worrying you?”

Thiago sighs. The sound of the knife being set down on the cutting board and the chair being dragged tells me he’s sat down at the counter with me. The low sigh he lets out worries me, because even though he’s a complainer, not much truly shakes my friend.

“It’s nothing serious,” he deflects, and I can almost see his closed-off expression.

I finish swallowing my bread, bring the cup to my lips, and take a small sip of the milky coffee before answering:

“Oh, Thi, trust me... It’s not ‘nothing.’ Your day always starts with a healthy dose of random grumbling.”

He lets out a short laugh, but I sense there’s not much humor in it.

“Touché.”

“Now spill.”

A silence hangs between us before he finally says:

“Cecília’s back.”

My hand stops halfway between the cup and the table.

“What?!”

“Yeah.”

I arch my eyebrows. I wasn’t expecting to hear that name so soon. In fact, I thought I’d never hear it again. Cecília was a hurricane in Thiago’s life. An ex-girlfriend who blew in and out of his life as if she had the right. How did she have the nerve to leave a man as incredible as him? I really don’t know... All I know is, of all the women who’ve passed through his life, she was the only one who really left him shaken.

“And what does she want?”

“Don’t know yet,” he says, exhaling forcefully. “But I think I’ll find out soon.”

The way Thiago says it makes me think this story is far from over. I just hope my friend doesn’t have to go through it all again. I remember all too well how long it took to get one of my favorite people in the world—happy, selfless, charismatic—back.

“And you? How are you handling it?”

Thiago is silent for a few seconds before answering:

“I’ll tell you after coffee.”

I smile faintly. That’s his way of saying he’s not ready to talk about it yet. And that’s okay. Because whatever it is Cecília wants, I know he’s going to need me.

We finish our breakfast in silence, which only confirms my theory that he’s not dealing with it very well, because we’re never quiet for long.

As I take my last sip of coffee, Thiago is already packing his bag, grabbing some fruit to take with him.

“Well, I’m heading out,” I announce, sliding my hand across the table until I find my phone. With my fingertips, I slide across the device’s screen until I feel the watch’s vibration and hear the sound of the exact time. My Uber is due in fifteen minutes.

I get up from the stool, my bare feet touching the cool ceramic floor of the living room. The apartment is simple but cozy. Benício made sure to keep everything well-organized with minimalist decor, which helps a lot when you have mobility difficulties.

The living room has a large, comfortable sofa, positioned almost in the middle of the space, with a glass coffee table that requires special care so I don’t knock anything over. But what I like most is the smell of the sea that comes in through the windows, lingering in the air because of our proximity to Santo Antônio de Lisboa beach.

Benício’s house is peaceful, quiet, with a rustic touch that reminds me of the countryside of Azure Island. It’s different from my clinic, where the atmosphere is always bustling.

I walk down the hallway feeling the accumulated weight of an exhausting week. Each step seems slower than the last, as if my body is begging for a break I can’t give. I move to the bedroom, where the walls hold textured paintings that Benício insists on moving around from time to time. He never says anything, but I know he does it in an attempt to offer me new landscapes, even if invisible. As if, somehow, creating new perspectives helps lighten the weight of my days.

After I gather my things and slip on my comfortable sneakers, I return to the living room, cursing softly when I remember an important detail.

“Huh... Where did I put my phone?” I talk to myself, patting the back pocket of my pants.

I go back to the kitchen and feel along the counter, where I remember handling it last. Then I head to the bedroom, run my hands over the bed, the desk... Nothing. I return to the living room, restless, afraid of being late for work.

“So, all set?” Thiago appears behind me, ready to say goodbye.

“All set... Just lost my phone in its natural habitat,” I say with a half-smile, finally finding it on the arm of the sofa. I always need to remember not to leave things just anywhere, or it turns into a saga to find them later. “Just another hurdle on the journey.”

When we leave and I lock up, the fresh sea breeze hits me, making me feel freer. Thiago walks me to the stairs leading to the street. The Santo Antônio de Lisboa neighborhood is quiet, like a place forgotten by time, and I like that. The sound of seagulls and the smell of the sea are so familiar they make me feel like everything is in its rightful place.

With a few well-calculated steps, I walk to the spot under the tree that casts a pleasant shade, right in front of the house, to wait for the Uber. Santo Antônio de Lisboa allows me this feeling of freedom. The main avenue that cuts through the neighborhood to Lagoa da Conceição is busier, but nothing compared to the city center, where the cars seem never to stop.

The Uber arrives quickly. I say goodbye to my friend with a strong hug and a kiss on the cheek. When I get in the car, I can immediately feel the difference in the air—fresher and cleaner compared to the stuffiness of the street. The driver is friendly, and the vehicle has that new-leather smell that comforts me.

As soon as it starts moving, I know we’re heading in the right direction from the vibration of the wheels on the road. The sound of the wind and the trees confirms we’re heading toward the Lagoa. The streets start to get busier, and the sound of cars on the road becomes more constant.

The state highway has its own rhythm, and I’ve learned to feel it. The sound of engines accelerating, brakes squealing during rush hour, the subtle shift in the wind when the car picks up speed. But it’s only when we start descending Morro da Lagoa that my body understands where I am. The air gets cooler, as if bringing moisture from the surrounding forest, and the wind intensifies, sliding down the slope without barriers. The smell changes too. It’s less salty than Santo Antônio’s, with a touch of damp earth and dense vegetation. I don’t need to see to know I’m near Lagoa da Conceição, because the environment tells me everything I need to know.

When I arrive at the clinic a good few minutes later, my confidence mixes with the energy of the place. The glass and steel building has that modern, impersonal air, which I sometimes feel as a challenge to be conquered. But after working there so long, I’ve adapted to the routine. My massage therapy clinic is very different from my home, with its “cleaner” spaces, but it’s also my second home. The welcoming atmosphere, with the soft sound of ambient music and the scent of essential oils diffused in the air, brings me peace.

I greet a few staff members as I walk to my room, knowing the environment like no one else. As I enter, I start checking if the massage table is covered and if everything I need is within reach, until I hear the footsteps of Vera, my friend and receptionist.

“Ah, Lorena, you’re here!” she says, with that uniquely cheerful tone of hers. Vera has such a light energy it makes me feel like everything will always work out. “You have a new patient today, and I can guarantee you: he is breathtaking.”

I arch an eyebrow, interested, as I go to my desk and sit in the chair facing it. Verinha is excited, and I know she likes sharing patient details—or, more accurately, patient characteristics. Everything I can’t see, my friend makes a point of detailing for me. Sometimes, a little too much.

“Let me guess, he’s handsome and hot, right?” I joke, hearing her light laugh turn mischievous.

“Handsome? Yes, but hot is an understatement, Lorena. The guy is a spectacle! He has that kind of defined body, you know? And his face... Wow, he’s the type that makes you think the universe wasn’t fair to other people. Brown hair, almost blond; blue eyes, kind of narrow; thick, dark eyebrows, symmetrical face. Way too tall, girl. Very, very tall. Did I mention the body? Athletic body. Not the chicken-legs type who doesn’t work out his legs, no! All toned, big. Very big, wow.”

I can’t hold back a laugh. Vera is so direct. She has a way of talking that makes me imagine everything in rich detail. That was very useful when I met her and she found out I was blind, because she gave me details about what she looked like. Short, with very fair skin that needs extra sunscreen care, a slim body, brown curly hair, and big dark eyes. Beautiful, I’m sure of that.

I’m someone who feels comfortable with touch and sound, so I picture the patient as she describes him.

“And what else?” I ask, curious.

“Well, he’s the type of guy who isn’t afraid to show he takes care of himself. Wears clothes that accentuate his muscles, you’ll notice that as soon as you feel him in the room,” she continues, enthusiastically. “And he has that smell... You know the type of man who wears a woody, discreet perfume, but leaves a trail of seduction wherever he goes? That’s him.”

My fingers lightly trace the edges of my desk as I imagine the feel of this man. Just hearing about him, the energy of the clinic seems to shift, as if his presence is a magnetism that transforms the air around him.

“Wow... Sounds good,” I reply, trying not to laugh too much.

“And that’s not all. He has that kind of low, velvety voice that you feel right in your stomach. I’ll bet you: when you touch his hands, you’ll know you’re dealing with a guy who really knows how to take care of himself. His hands are very well-kept. You’re so lucky you get to touch that man! Afterward, I need details about the covered parts.”

“It wouldn’t be very professional of me to expose a patient’s body like that, Verinha, but from what I gather, you got to know quite a bit about our new patient in just the few minutes he came to book the appointment.”

Despite the veiled reprimand, the minx has got my mind working, focused on the details she gave me. He seems like the type of person who occupies a space without really needing to say anything. And that’s something I can feel. Every word Vera describes is like a sound echoing in my mind.

“You’re such a goody-goody, Lore. What a shame...”

“I’m a professional, but if it makes you happier, leave it to me. I’ll feel it all for myself,” I tease, smiling at the receptionist, who seems amused by the topic. “I just can’t spill the man’s private details. Now, is everything ready for me to attend to the Greek god you described?”

She lets out another of her loud laughs, and the conversation quickly quiets when the sound of the entry bell echoes through the clinic.

“That must be him,” Vera says, her tone a little too animated, as if anticipating an interesting moment. “I’ll bring him to you.”

I listen to her footsteps receding toward the reception. I don’t rush. I know that when he arrives, I’ll be able to feel his energy the moment he enters the room. The anticipation builds, not for his appearance, but for the sensation he’ll transmit.

I rise from the chair and begin to prepare, stretching my hands to ensure my treatment will be the best it can be. I run my fingertips over the massage table and make sure everything is in place, though I’ve done it a thousand times before. Everything needs to be in harmony for the work to begin.

The door opens and I soon hear the firm footsteps of someone entering. The sound of his breathing is calm, but assured, and the scent of coffee, soap, and woody cologne fills the space.

“Hi, Lorena. I’m Bruno, your next patient,” says a deep voice that sends a small shiver through me.

Damn, I wasn’t expecting a voice that nice. No matter how much Vera warned me about the whole package, I wasn’t quite ready.

I extend my hand, which quickly finds his. The firmness of the grip confirms everything Vera said.

I avoid moving around too much, so as not to show any anxiety, because I need to be professional here. I’ve never been the type to get flustered by any man; in fact, all I’ve done for the last few years is try to keep my distance from them.

“Hi, Bruno. Shall we begin?”

I hope my voice came out as steady as I think it did.

Alright, Lorena. Another day. Another victory. I have to remind myself of that every day. The start of the journey is never easy, but who said it has to be?
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Lorena Martins

I SWEAR I’M TRYING not to get nervous, but it’s hard. Bruno hasn’t said a word since that greeting in that delicious voice, saying my name like a prayer. Still, I feel his presence. I feel him looking at me, too. It’s funny how all my other senses sharpened after I lost my sight. It’s like a kind of compensation for not being able to see.

“You can get undressed back there, behind that screen. Whatever makes you most comfortable. If you want to keep your underwear on, that’s fine. If you want to be... um, naked, that’s fine too, just grab one of the towels on the counter,” I say quietly, trying to slip back into professional mode.

The slutty part of my brain screams, “Hey, get as you came into the world right here in front of me! Now! I can’t see you, but I guarantee I can feel you just fine,” but I rein it in, shaking my head slightly to shoo it away.

This is all Vera’s fault, that minx! Why does she have to be so detailed when describing handsome men? If it weren’t for her big mouth, I wouldn’t be here imagining the quiet guy in front of me without his clothes. Because if he’s even half of what she told me, he’s better looking than any guy I’ve ever been with.

I pretend to be focused on the oils arranged beside the massage table, but the truth is I just want something to occupy me. Usually, my clients are all talkers. Most are regulars, loyal clients who’ve been coming to the clinic for ages. When new people show up, they’re usually tourists, and they try to make conversation to feel more comfortable. Apparently, Bruno is different from all of them.

I hear all his movements in the spacious room where I see clients. The clothes falling to the floor, him placing them somewhere nearby. I sense him approaching again and hold my breath as that good smell he gives off hits my nose even stronger.

“You can lie down, make yourself comfortable,” I say, a little louder than a whisper, and pay attention to his movements. When Bruno lies down on the table and stops moving, I move closer. “What brought you to the clinic? I need to know how to start your treatment.”

“Got a muscle tension in my shoulders, feels like I’m carrying the weight of the world on my back. Can’t afford to age before my time,” he grumbles, and I stifle a laugh, afraid he might be looking at me.

“Okay, we’ll work on that. Do you mind if I put some music on and dim the lights?” I ask and don’t get an audible response. Being used to dealing with people, I imagine he nodded. “If it’s not a bother, could I ask you to speak instead of nodding?”

“Oh, sorry. No problem, go ahead.”

I give a weak smile and ask Alexa to dim the room lights and play the playlist I use specifically for massage sessions. I grab my blend of oils, powerful enough for a massage that’ll knock him out he’ll be so relaxed. It’s made of grapeseed oil, arnica, lavender, and peppermint. Besides being potent, it smells so good I feel like eating it.

I rub the blend between my hands to warm it and grope for Bruno’s back. I pull my hands away quickly when I feel a kind of static energy the moment I touch his skin. My eyes widen, my breathing quickens. It’s like a kind of shock, of electricity.

“Everything okay?” he asks in a low voice, startling me even more, but I nod in agreement.

“Sorry. I’ll begin now. Excuse me.”

I touch his skin again and give myself a mental slap in the face to get a grip. It’s just a massage, Lorena. Your everyday job, my dear. Be professional. If you’re lucky, this feeling will pass after this session. That is, if he doesn’t think I’m a lunatic and never sets foot in here again after today.

Finally, I manage to focus on what I do best. With the aid of the oils, I glide my palms over strategic points on his back. He’s full of knots of tension, but he doesn’t move even though I’m sure it hurts as I work each one out. Bruno stays so quiet I think he’s fallen asleep. It wouldn’t be the first time a client conked out on my table.

I can’t help but think that, once again, Verinha is right. I feel the evident muscles of his broad back, which confirms he’s much bigger than I’d imagined before. I run my fingers over his wide shoulders, his strong arms. I spend a good while there, concentrating on releasing the muscle tension.

When I move down to his legs, I feel the coarse hair and am careful not to go too high up, where I know he’s naked. I work out the knots in his feet too, and it’s the first sign he hasn’t died on my table, because he squirms. Apparently, his feet are ticklish. Still, Bruno doesn’t complain once.

I finish the massage after a little over an hour and almost let out a sigh of relief, because my thoughts were starting to wander into very dangerous territory. Very, very dangerous indeed.

“All done, Bruno. How do you feel?” I ask softly, so my voice breaking the silence won’t startle him.

“Fuck, that was...” he says in the same soft tone, his voice hoarse. I don’t know if from relaxation or something else. But, my God, that should be in the Penal Code. A heinous crime, non-bailable! “That was really good, Lorena. Thank you. I feel much better. Feels like magic.”

I smile openly, because I love it when clients leave here satisfied and lighter. Many might think massage therapy is just a rubdown, but it involves so much more. It’s about well-being, about health. I love taking people to the clouds using just my hands and my blends. I like to think I help save the day with a good dose of relaxation.

“You’re welcome. You’ll feel better, but if you want to come back for weekly treatment, I’m here.”

“I will,” he murmurs, his voice sounding direct. From his heavy breathing, I imagine he’s smiling. Progress? And why does that leave me... unsettled?

I fidget in place, taking the opportunity to remove the sheet covering the table after he gets up. I toss it in the disposable bin and sanitize the plastic with alcohol while I hear Bruno go behind the screen to change. I bite the tip of my lip, thinking I could have worn something nicer today, put on some lipstick, I don’t know.

How long has it been since a man made me so self-aware?

When the nonsensical thoughts start crowding my mind again, I feel Bruno’s presence closer. Now, his scent mixes with the essence of the oils. It’s nice. Shit, it’s really nice. I’ve always loved their aroma, but it’s even better if they’re covering a hot man.

“Well, thank you for trusting my work. Vera will schedule your next sessions with you.”

“Thank you, Lorena.”

I extend my hand, hoping my body will react naturally to his touch this time, but no. Of course not.

I feel a short shiver that starts at my spine and goes up to the nape of my neck. Damn touch sensitivity. I feel his eyes on me again, and I get the impression he holds my hand for too long. When he lets go, I stand still for a few seconds, just breathing deeply.

What was that?

I go to the sink to wash my hands, trying to dissipate the strange sensations Bruno’s touch left on me. The cold water helps clear my thoughts, but doesn’t fully solve the problem. I still feel the electricity in the air, as if his presence left an invisible mark on the room.

I give a small smile as I finish tidying up the space for the next appointment. I need to focus on work and not on a man who barely spoke during the session but who, somehow, seems to have knocked me off my axis.
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THE REST OF THE DAY passes in a blur of appointments, hands sliding over tense muscles, clients thanking me for the relief, and me trying, without much success, to stop my mind from drifting back to Bruno at random moments.

Will he really come back?

When the last patient of the day leaves the clinic, I stretch my arms, feeling the fatigue spread through my body. I need a hot bath and maybe some chamomile tea to calm this strange feeling that lingered after meeting that man.

But of course my plans are interrupted when Vera appears out of nowhere, cheerful as ever.

“Don’t think you’re getting away from me today, you stubborn girl!” From her tone, I already know she’s up to something.

“The worst thing I ever did was introduce you to Thiago. You two being friends only serves to give me a headache. You even picked up the nickname he gave me, you traitor! What is it now?” I ask, feigning a sigh of despair, but already knowing any argument will be useless against whatever she’s planning.

“We’re going out! It’s been ages since you had fun. We need a good drink and loud music to sweep away all those thoughts.”

I roll my eyes, laughing.

“I didn’t even say what my thoughts are.”

“Don’t need to.” Vera crosses her arms. “I bet Bruno crossed your mind at least ten times today.”

I open my mouth to deny it, but nothing comes out. The silence is the answer she wanted.

“Aha! Knew it!” She claps her hands, triumphant.

“My God, Vera, leave me alone,” I grumble, running a hand over my face.

“No way! Earlier, you yourself said he’s different from your clients. You’re used to talkative people who make conversation, and he’s a walking mystery. A tasty mystery, from what I saw. I hadn’t noticed the ass. I wonder if that man has any flaws? Doubt he has a small dick.”

“Vera!” I try to sound reproachful, but a laugh escapes before I can. She’s out of control.

“Just telling the truth! And the truth, my friend, is that you need to distract yourself. That’s why we’re going out tonight. I’ve already picked the place.”

“Of course you have.”

She laughs.

“It’ll be great, Lorena. You work too much, worry about everyone, but what about you? When was the last time you did something just for fun? Went out without worrying about anything but having a good time?”

I sigh loudly, almost convinced. Vera knows exactly where to poke. It’s not that I don’t like going out, I do. Or I used to. After everything, it’s hard to feel safe in some places. I still go to the same old restaurants, cafés I know well, and some malls, but I avoid unfamiliar, crowded places because they still cause me some anxiety. On the other hand, my confidence in getting around the Santo Antônio de Lisboa neighborhood grows every day. I already recognize landmarks, know where the corner stores are, and which are the quietest routes.

“Can I at least stop by home first?”

“Yes, but don’t even think about pretending you fell asleep on the couch. I’ll pick you up at eight. I promise you’ll have fun and I won’t leave you alone for a second! I’ll be the perfect chaperone.”

I shake my head, laughing softly. Maybe going out is a good idea. Not that it’ll help get Bruno out of my head, but at least I won’t be alone to think about him.

With Vera, one thing’s for sure: any night can turn into a memorable story.

After saying goodbye to her and promising I won’t bail on our plan, I grab an Uber home.

Night is already falling when I get to Santo Antônio de Lisboa, and the salty smell of the sea greets me as I get out of the car. I open the door and know, even before hearing his voice, that Benício is in the living room. The smell of the strong coffee he likes to drink at night already gives him away.

“Where have you been until this hour?” he asks, and from the firmness in his tone, I know I’m about to hear another lecture.

I let out a sigh and drop my bag on the console table near the door.

“At work. Where else would I be?”

“Until this hour?”

From his suspicious tone, I know he’s analyzing me, the way he always does.

“Yes, because I had a full day. I saw clients, relaxed tense muscles, and helped people feel better. It’s part of my job, remember?”

“I remember you said you’d be home earlier.”

I roll my eyes and walk to the kitchen, feeling along the counter for the glass of water I usually leave there before leaving.

“And what did you want me to do, Beni? Drop my clients in the middle of a session and come running home?”

Benício lets out a heavy sigh behind me. I know he wants to say something, but he’s choosing his words carefully.

“I’m just worried about you, Lorena. You know that.”

I place my hands on the counter and take a deep breath before answering.

“I know, Beni. But I’m fine. I’ve been managing on my own for years. I don’t need you controlling my life like I’m a child.”

“It’s not control, Lorena. It’s care.”

“Sometimes it feels more like suffocation than care.”

His silence tells me I hit the mark. He always does this when he doesn’t want to admit he’s overdoing it.

“And another thing...” I continue, in a lighter tone. “I haven’t even had dinner yet, and you’re already grilling me with questions.”

“Want me to make you something?”

“No, thanks. Actually, I’m not even eating here. I’m going out with Vera.”

Benício mutters something I can’t make out, but from the tone, I know he doesn’t like the idea one bit. He never likes anything that involves me being out of the house.

“Going out where?”

“To a bar, a restaurant, I don’t know. She didn’t give me details, just said I need to have a little fun.”

“And you think that’s a good idea?”

I cross my arms, already impatient.

“What’s the problem, Benício? Me going out isn’t a tragedy.”

“You know I just worry. Some places aren’t safe, Lore, and...”

“I know exactly what I can and can’t do, Beni. I’ve been to bars before, restaurants and parties since I lost my sight. You can’t want to protect me from everything all the time.”

He sighs and, for a moment, I think he’ll keep arguing, but he gives up.

“Want me to drive you?”

“No need. Vera’s picking me up.”

Benício doesn’t answer immediately, but I feel the tension in the air. He finally gives in, letting out a long sigh of surrender. Thiago doesn’t call me “stubborn girl” for nothing. No matter how hard Beni tries, he can’t control me.

“Alright. But at least let me know when you get there and when you’re coming back.”

I smile, pleased with this small victory.

“Will do.”

I go to my room and feel through my closet, looking for something comfortable and nice to wear based on the textures of the tags cataloged as: comfortable clothes, work clothes, and going-out clothes. Besides that, I had help from my best friend labeling the colors. Whenever I buy something new, Thiago himself remembers to help me with it. I have the best man by my side, I know that.

As I pick out my clothes, I realize that, even in the middle of that argument with Benício, my mind drifted back to Bruno a few times. The way he stayed silent during the massage, the knots of tension in his shoulders, the firm touch when he shook my hand.

I shake my head, frustrated with myself. I can’t let a new client mess with my head like this. I’ve never been so obsessed with anyone before! Why him? Why now? Why does everything feel... too intense? I’ve only been with him once, as my client, and we didn’t exchange more than a dozen words!

I grab my phone and, before getting ready, open WhatsApp, letting the screen reader do its job. No new messages. What was I expecting? That Bruno would just appear out of nowhere? He doesn’t even have my number.

I let out a low laugh and shake my head again. I definitely need to go out to clear my head. Vera is right. And if, by chance, I end up thinking about Bruno in the middle of the night... Well, that’s not my problem anymore.
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CHAPTER 3
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Bruno Albuquerque

I’M NOT A PARTICULARLY cheerful guy. I think anyone who spends five minutes around me can figure that out pretty easily. It’s not due to some past trauma or a broken heart. I’ve just always been this way... forever. But after I became the father of the most incredible little girl to ever walk this earth, I improved by about fifty percent. At least with her, or with anything concerning Manuela.

That’s why I’m here, the day after a fucking exhausting shift, when my body is begging for a good dose of sleep, spending my first day off watching every princess movie Disney ever made. We started the marathon early, and she’s trying to explain the plot to me with the jumbled, rapid-fire thoughts of a six-year-old.

“No, Daddy! She’s not the princess who loses her shoe, that’s Cinderella! She’s the princess who gets stuck in a really, really tall tower!” she says in her sweet voice, not taking her eyes off the screen for a second, as if it’s our first time watching and she can’t miss a thing.

“I thought the one stuck in the castle was named Fiona,” I tease, because I think it’s cute how she never gets my irony, sarcasm, or jokes. Half the time, Manu just loses patience and gives up on me.

“Oh, Daddy, you’re so silly. Princess Fiona gets stuck too, but it’s because she turns into a really cute ogre. I don’t know why her parents hide the poor thing.”

I let out a low laugh and smooth Manuela’s dark, straight hair. As Manu’s grown, her resemblance to her mother has been shocking me and saddening me at the same time, because it feels like I had zero part in producing her.

At first, it was painful not having my daughter’s mother present in her life. Not because we had some epic love story—far from it—but because I knew the phase where Manuela would ask why she didn’t have a mother figure would come eventually. And it did.

As soon as she started preschool, the questions started. I tried to answer them all without breaking the sensitive heart of the sweetest creature in the world. I couldn’t tell her the truth. Your mother went out to buy cigarettes and never came back, or She’s a terrible mother and chose not to be part of your life. No, I could never have the guts to hurt my girl like that. She doesn’t deserve to feel unwanted for a single second.

I try, with everything in me, to be the best father in the world so Manu always knows for sure that she is deeply loved. The most adored, cherished, and cared-for child in the world.

“What do you want for dinner, little princess?”

“Hmmm. I want Grandma Matilde’s fish stew! And Aunt Clara’s spoonful coconut candy for dessert!” she answers without even thinking, and I know I’m screwed because my culinary skills aren’t even in the same league as my mom’s, or even my sister’s.

“It has to be something Daddy can make, little one.”

“Hmm... Then some hot water will do,” she says, dead serious, and I freeze, stunned by the joke about my lack of kitchen skills delivered with the exact same deadpan as my usual humor.

“Oh, you little smartass!” I pull her onto my lap and start tickling her, making her laugh loudly and complain. I squeeze her ribs gently so I don’t hurt her, and Manu squirms with all her might. “You mock the man who feeds you, you little rascal!”

“I’m joking, Daddy! I love the fruit you buy too! And the little juices!” I tickle faster and only stop when she’s breathless from laughing for a few seconds. I put her back on the couch, all disheveled, and she takes a deep breath, recovering quickly. “Men...”

I can’t help but laugh, and I don’t even need to ask who taught her that, because the phrase is classic my sister on her best day. Clara and her utter lack of faith in the male species. I know she has a fucking terrible picker and every reason in the world to hate every man on the planet, but I don’t want her influencing my daughter with that male-hating bullshit. On second thought... fuck it, I like the idea of Manuela not giving a damn about that stuff for many, many years.

“I’m kidding, Daddy. I really like your cooking, because you always make what I like to eat. And you make it with lots of love, even if sometimes it’s burnt or too sweet or too salty,” Manu says in her cute voice, trying to comfort me, and even gives my shoulder a few affectionate pats. I shake my head at the backhanded compliment.

She’s definitely my daughter, no denying it. At least she got that from me.

“Thank you, little princess. I’ll make us something really tasty to eat.”

The second the words leave my mouth, I hear the loud buzz of the doorbell. I go to the door, glancing over my shoulder to see if Manu is entertained by the TV again, and open it, coming face to face with Nicolas.

“Always a pleasure to get a visit from someone who doesn’t call ahead, right at dinnertime no less,” I say sarcastically, leaning against the doorframe as I stare at my brother, who is basically a younger version of me, with features inherited from our mother.

Same light brown hair, same blue eyes, same face shape. The only difference between us right now is that his face is covered in a thick beard. Unfortunately, with the firefighter career I chose, I can’t have one because it can mess with the seal of the SCBA mask, but I miss it every day. I only let it grow out on my days off.

My brother smiles with that irritatingly confident grin he’s always had. Of course, he’s not bothered by the digs, and it’s not like his visits to my place aren’t frequent. Nic may have many flaws, but being an absent relative isn’t one of them. I’m lucky to have a very loving and present family. They were my salvation when I became a single father at thirty, with one of the most dangerous and unstable jobs in the country.
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