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Vittorio Del Castillo

Six Years Ago

I HAD ACHIEVED MY GREATEST dream.

Sitting in that stark, impersonal room, the sharp scent of antiseptic filling the air, I gazed in fascination at the two tiny lives resting peacefully in my arms.

Enrico on the left, Giulia on the right. My children.

My little miracles.

I felt a smile spread slowly across my face, a new sensation wrapping itself around my heart.

I, Vittorio Del Castillo, the man everyone considered cold and unreachable, now held my newborn children and felt complete.

I touched their delicate little faces with the care of someone holding the world’s most precious treasures. Both slept serenely, oblivious to everything happening around them, protected and safe in my arms.

It was one of those rare moments you commit to memory and promise yourself you will never forget.

As I savored the calm those little ones brought to my normally agitated heart, I noticed someone approaching from the corner of my eye.

My wife’s doctor stopped in front of me with an uncomfortable, serious expression. Something in his gaze immediately stirred a disquiet in me that I couldn’t explain.

“Mr. Del Castillo,” he began, hesitantly, “I’m sorry, but I need to inform you of something.”

“What happened?” I asked, my voice coming out a bit harsher than I intended.

My heart suddenly sped up, my instinct warning me that something was wrong. He averted his eyes briefly, taking a deep breath before looking back at me.

“There were complications during the delivery. We did everything within our power, but unfortunately...” The doctor hesitated, and I felt my chest tighten painfully. “Your wife, Luciana, didn’t make it. I am so very sorry, sir.”

For a moment, I couldn’t comprehend what he was saying.

Those words seemed distant, confused, as if they came from very far away. My brain refused to process them, to accept them as truth.

“No,” I grunted, feeling the world around me rapidly lose its color. “You’re lying. It’s not possible. I saw her just minutes ago. This must be a mistake.”

My voice failed me and I felt my throat close up, my breath becoming short and desperate.

I gently pulled the babies closer to me, as if the simple act could shield them from the pain beginning to swell inside my chest. My eyes searched the doctor’s desperately, pleading for him to say something else.

Anything else.

“Unfortunately, I am not mistaken, Mr. Del Castillo. We did everything we could, believe me. I am deeply sorry for your loss.”

I stood there, motionless, unable to react or say anything.

The shock had rendered me immobile, while a whirlwind of emotions invaded me.

Confusion, pain, anger, fear, loneliness—all at once. I felt tears threaten my eyes, but they didn’t fall, held back by the absolute disbelief of that moment.

I looked again at the innocent little faces of my children, feeling the weight of the future being placed upon my shoulders.

Luciana was no longer here. She would not be by my side to help me raise them.

This was the happiest day of my life, but it had also become the darkest. I never imagined I could feel such profound happiness and such profound pain at the same time.

I took a deep breath, trying to calm my racing heart. My children would need me, and, even though I was devastated by the loss of my wife, I had to be strong for them.

I looked once more at Enrico and Giulia, reaffirming to myself the promise that I would always be there for them. And so, holding the two little ones firmly in my arms, I faced the unknown, determined to confront whatever was to come.
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Juliana Rocha

Present Day

WORK DIGNIFIES A PERSON, but what I really wanted was to have been born an heiress.

Unfortunately, I didn’t manage that particular feat, so here I am, staring at my computer screen with a blank expression while I think about my career—or the lack of one.

I was at the peak of my twenty-nine years and worked as an administrative assistant in the logistics department of Tesoro Reale.

A fancy title that meant I spent all day solving problems that weren’t mine, sending emails, filling out endless spreadsheets, and trying to stop my coworkers from killing each other over missed deadlines.

My routine was an eternal loop, the kind even Netflix would have canceled for lack of viewership. For a long time, I’d felt like I was spinning my wheels in the same spot.

Not that I didn’t like it here; I did. It’s just that the feeling of stagnation was stronger than my ability to make bad jokes about adult life. And believe me, my capacity for bad jokes was almost limitless.

I sighed, resting my chin on my palm as I gazed absently at the busy company hallway. Employees hurried back and forth, most with the look of people who couldn’t wait to leave.

Suddenly, my eyes caught a figure different from the usual. Tall, elegant, walking as if he owned the entire world—which might have been true, since he literally owned the company I worked for.

Ah, Vittorio Del Castillo...

He was one of the partners and owners of the company, someone who barely knew I existed, though I thought about him more times a day than I’d ever admit publicly.

With his six-foot-three frame, perfectly combed brown hair, sharp gaze, and that imposing posture that seemed ready to give orders at any second, he was the kind of man who stirred the female imagination for miles around.

And I, of course, was not immune.

He was a walking mystery, the kind you desperately want to unravel, even knowing you’ll regret it. He was a widower, father to cute and rambunctious twins, whom I’d seen a few times from a distance, running through the company and leaving chaos in their wake.

They’d probably inherited their father’s gift for driving people crazy.

I had absolutely no chance with him, of course. Besides the fact that I was just one invisible employee among many, Vittorio was that type of man: authoritarian, a workaholic, with a peculiar and provocative sense of humor.

And me? Well, I was just myself: a chatty woman, a little too unfiltered, with highlighted brown hair that spent more time being rebellious than behaved, and a mouth that definitely didn’t know when to stay shut.

While I was lost in this reverie, my best friend, Camila Villanova, interrupted my daydream with a not-so-delicate poke in the ribs.

“Wake up, logistics princess! If you keep staring down the hall like that, you’ll end up boring a hole through the wall with that desperate look,” she whispered, giggling softly.

I turned to her, rolling my eyes, but couldn’t hold back a laugh.

Camila had the same gift as me for making bad jokes at the worst possible times. She was also twenty-nine, and we’d been friends since we started working together.

She was already a mom and had two beautiful kids: Davi, who was nine, and Jade, an adorable two-year-old.

“I was just reflecting on the tragedy that is my financial life. You know, almost thirty years under my belt and I don’t even have a boyfriend. It’s official: my biological clock is practically screaming for help.”

Camila tried to hold back a guffaw but failed miserably, attracting curious looks from the colleagues around us.

“Oh, Ju, stop with the drama! You’re wonderful, funny, beautiful, and...” she made a theatrical pause, “you have a hot boss to admire daily.”

I widened my eyes, feigning surprise, but I knew exactly where she was going.

“Don’t even start, Cami. I could work naked right here in the middle of the hallway and he’d walk straight past, complaining that I’m not wearing the company uniform.”

“Well, for your information, I saw you shamelessly drooling over him the other day,” she accused, wiggling her eyebrows provocatively.

I let out an embarrassed laugh, putting my hand over my face to hide my obvious discomfort.

“Okay, fine, I confess! I’ve been writing fanfics with him in my brain for at least two years. In fact, just last week, he almost proposed to me while we were drinking wine in Tuscany.”

Camila guffawed again, shaking her head.

“You’re hopeless, woman. You urgently need to go out more, meet real people, and stop this platonic fixation. Or it’s going to turn into a clinical case.”

I was about to reply with something witty about therapy being too expensive and preferring to keep living in fantasy, but a discreet cough right behind us made us swallow our laughter in record time.

Our direct boss, Sandra—a woman so strict I was absolutely certain she only smiled at Christmas—was giving us a severe look, arms crossed and eyebrows raised.

“Girls, the company pays you to work, not to exchange confidences in the middle of the workday,” she said in her characteristic tone of disapproval.

“Sorry, Sandra. We’re getting back to work now,” I replied with my best professional smile.

When Sandra walked away, Camila and I exchanged knowing looks, holding back a laugh that desperately wanted to escape.

“See you at lunch,” Camila whispered quickly, turning back to her computer as if nothing had happened.

I returned to my seat, staring at the computer screen again, but my thoughts didn’t take long to wander once more in the forbidden direction: Vittorio.

As much as I joked about him being unattainable, the truth was, deep down, I wanted him to notice me for real, even if just for a second.

Just one little second.

But until that miracle happened, I remained there, stuck in a routine that seemed never to evolve, daydreaming and spending my entire salary on bills and chocolate, because that’s all my bank account allowed.

Yeah, I really should have been born an heiress.

But until that happened, I was here, admiring my masterful and impossible boss from afar, living out my own secret stories inside my restless and incorrigible head.

After all, what would life be without a little imagination?
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Vittorio Del Castillo

I ARRIVED HOME EXHAUSTED, my tie loosened and my eyes burning from the accumulated fatigue of a day packed with meetings and decisions that couldn’t wait.

My body felt like it had been run over by a truck loaded with responsibilities, and all I wanted was a hot shower followed by absolute silence.

As always, however, my plans didn’t exactly come to pass. The moment I stepped inside, the familiar sound of little feet running across the floor echoed through the mansion’s grand foyer.

“Daddy’s home! Daddy’s home!” Giulia announced, beaming, her brown curls bouncing on her shoulders as she ran toward me.

“Daddyyyy!” Enrico was right behind her, shouting as if I’d returned from a long journey, not just a regular workday.

Seeing them, I felt my weariness immediately begin to fade.

The infectious energy of my five-year-old twins always did that to me. They were like my daily dose of caffeine, fueling me to bear the weight of the obligations I insisted on piling up.

“Hey, you two!” I exclaimed, crouching down to gather them into my arms.

They both clung to me, nearly knocking me to the floor.

“They’ve been like this all day, Mr. Vittorio,” said Carmem, my faithful housekeeper, who was chasing after them with a resigned smile. “It seems they’re especially wired today.”

“And when are they not?” I remarked, adjusting my grip on them. “Everything okay here today?”

Carmem had been with us since the twins were born. She was a petite woman with graying hair always pulled back in an impeccable bun, whose patience and dedication to my children guaranteed me a measure of sanity by day’s end.

“Everything’s fine, Mr. Vittorio. Aside from a small incident involving poster paint on the kitchen wall. But it’s been taken care of.”

I shot an amused look at my children, who stared back with that mischievous grin of theirs, the look of kids who know they’ve been up to no good.

“Daddy, daddy! Did you know I was born first?” Giulia suddenly declared, lifting her chin proudly. “I came out of Mommy’s tummy first, so I’m in charge of Enrico.”

“No, that’s not how it works!” Enrico retorted immediately, indignant. “You only came out first because I let you. I’m a gentleman!”

Giulia scrunched up her nose and crossed her arms, unconvinced.

“Liar! I came out first because I’m faster than you!”

Before the discussion could escalate to the level of an international conflict, I intervened with my most authoritative voice—which, at least with them, usually worked.

“Enough of that, you little gladiators. To the living room, now!”

Carmem chuckled softly behind me as I walked with the two children toward the main living room, a large space where we spent most of our free time.

Toys were scattered across the floor, the leather sofa had its cushions askew, but honestly, I didn’t mind in the slightest.

I liked the mess. It brought life to a house that had once been far too quiet.

“What game are we playing today?” I asked, sitting on the floor and pretending to be full of energy and enthusiasm.

In reality, I desperately wanted to lie down on that rug and sleep for three days straight.

“Pillow fight!” Giulia yelled, jumping excitedly and waving a red cushion in her hand.

Enrico wasted no time and grabbed another cushion, and within seconds I was under attack from those two tireless little energy machines. My tie flew one way, my jacket another, but I was happy in the chaos.

As we played, I watched my children closely. Enrico had my eyes, curious and restless; Giulia had inherited her mother’s shining brown hair and her strong temperament as well.

They were my life. My only certainty was that, despite all the mistakes I made every single day, I must be doing something right.

After some time in that uncontrolled pillow war, they finally began to show signs of tiring. Their quickened breath and flushed little faces were clear signs they were ready to rest.

I took them to their rooms, which were side by side, decorated with details they had chosen themselves.

After their baths, properly dressed in pajamas, we lay down together on Enrico’s bed, as we did almost every night. The room was dim, with only one lamp on.

“How was your day, sweetheart?” I asked softly, running my fingers slowly through her brown hair.

“It was fun, Daddy. We drew pictures, played in the garden, and Carmem made a chocolate cake.”

“And yours, son?”

“Mine was even better, because I did everything Giulia did, only better,” he teased, with a mischievous smile that reminded me so much of myself.

Giulia gave an indignant grumble, and I laughed, feeling an indescribable peace seeing them happy.

They were almost asleep when a question that always lived in my mind slipped out before I could stop it.

“Do you think Daddy is a good dad?”

Two pairs of sleepy eyes opened slowly, fixing on mine.

“The best in the world,” Giulia murmured, her voice sweet and innocent. “You play with us, and you’re strong and handsome.”

“It’s true,” Enrico added, rubbing his face into the pillow. “You’re cool because you let us make a mess and you don’t get mad.”

“Well, sometimes he does get mad, you know, Enrico...” Giulia commented, already half-asleep.

I smiled, feeling a powerful emotion tighten my chest.

They had no idea how those simple words had the power to renew my strength and quiet my doubts and insecurities about raising them.

“Goodnight, kids,” I whispered, tucking them in carefully. “I love you.”

“We love you too, Daddy,” they answered together, almost in a whisper.

I waited a few minutes until they were completely asleep, savoring that rare silence to watch them fondly.

They were my life.

My reason for getting up every day and moving forward, even when it seemed impossible.

Once I saw they were asleep, I rose carefully and left the room in silence. I walked slowly down the hallway, feeling exhausted, yet at the same time profoundly at peace.

Being a single father wasn’t easy, especially with a life as chaotic as mine. But moments like that made up for every second lost in endless meetings, every sleepless night because of piled-up work.

After all, I might not be perfect at many things, but at least in the opinion of my little ones, I was on the right track.
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Juliana Rocha

AS I FINISHED MY MAKEUP, I stared at my reflection in the mirror for the thousandth time that night.

Friday, at last.

Not that it made much difference to my non-existent love life, but at least the wine and the gossip were guaranteed.

My brown hair fell in messy waves over my shoulders, and my expressive eyes shone with a faint anxiety about meeting Michael.

After all, Friday was our official day for talking shit about other people’s lives, especially our own.

I finished applying a nude lipstick and pursed my lips at the mirror, giving my outfit one last look. A simple black dress that, according to my mother, worked for any occasion.

Of course, in her mind that meant weddings, graduations, and fancy events. In my reality, it worked perfectly for eating a burger at the corner spot with a friend.

“That’s it, Ju. Gorgeous enough to impress absolutely no one,” I joked to myself. “Maybe just the Uber driver.”

I grabbed my purse and called a car on the app. Minutes later, I was heading down the stairs of my building with that typical Friday-night energy.

It didn’t matter that my plans consisted of gossiping with Michael about how unlucky in love we both were. We’d be together, and that’s what counted.

The Uber arrived quickly, and on the way I stared out the window, thinking about how my love life was worthy of a Netflix drama series. It was impressive how I only attracted complicated men or completely wrong ones.

Or worse, attracted no one at all, depending on the phase.

When I arrived at the cozy little bar in downtown São Paulo, I spotted Michael immediately. With his perfectly styled blond hair and a patterned shirt covered in flamingos that only he could pull off without looking ridiculous, my best friend flashed his wide grin while waving his hands exaggeratedly to get my attention.

“Juju, queen of my heart!” he exclaimed, standing up to give me a tight hug. “You look fabulous as always, my love.”

“And you remain the king of exaggeration,” I said, laughing as I hugged him back. “Flamingos today, Michael?”

“Darling, someone has to keep tropical fashion alive in this so-gray city!” he replied, doing a little theatrical spin. “But what about you? How’s that little life of yours? Tell me everything, don’t hold back!”

We sat at the table and soon ordered our usual drinks.

Michael was the kind of friend who could extract my deepest secrets in a matter of minutes. There was no escaping his sharp tongue and infinite curiosity.

“Look, Mike, I’ll be honest with you. I’m officially worried,” I began, dramatizing, while he watched me, amused, already expecting some over-the-top declaration. “I’m pushing thirty, and my love life is a complete mess. I have no one, I only attract losers, and the only stable relationship I have is with Netflix, which, by the way, already knows exactly what kind of sad movie I want to watch.”

Michael guffawed so loudly a few people turned to look at our table, curious.

He shook his head in disbelief.

“Good Lord, woman, less drama. Thirty is the new twenty! You are marvelous, incredible, talented and...” he made a theatrical pause, “...completely clueless.”

“Thanks for the part about me, you jerk!” I shot back, trying not to laugh.

“I’m serious, Juliana! You’re not ‘on the shelf,’ you’re just overthinking everything. Have you tried meeting someone who isn’t your ex or a TV character? What happened to that boy you told me about?”

“Don’t even remind me, please,” I muttered, rolling my eyes. “I deserve more than a guy who asks me to split a discount coupon on the first date.”

Michael laughed loudly again, drawing attention from other tables.

“My God, you really do only attract disaster! But look, what about that handsome boss of yours? What’s his name again?”

“Vittorio Del Castillo,” I answered a little too quickly, feeling a sudden warmth in my face.

“Ah, yes! The man of your dreams and your forbidden fanfics.” He smiled mischievously. “Still got a little crush on him?”

I sighed dramatically and propped my face in my hands, like a dreamy teenager.

“Oh, friend, I can’t get him out of my head. I’m starting to worry, I think I need therapy. The man is too beautiful, God help me.”

Michael raised an eyebrow, a sly smile on his lips.

“Beautiful how?”

“Beautiful on a telenovela level. He walks by and even the coffee stops being served so everyone can admire that monument. Tall, intense eyes that seem to see your soul, impeccable brown hair, the bearing of an authoritative CEO that would make any woman want to take an order from him. He has that serious, yet kind of sarcastic way about him, you know? The kind that makes you want to unravel him, but also run for the hills.”

Michael was nearly crying with laughter at my exaggerated description, clapping his hands.

“You’re way past the therapy phase, Juliana! For God’s sake, stop writing mental fanfics and go do something real to get him to notice you. You’re funny, you have charisma, you dress well. What’s the problem?”

“The problem is he doesn’t even know I exist, Mike! He’s inaccessible, rich, a widower, father of twins, full of mysteries. He’s like one of those cliché romance novel guys who’s just missing the step off the book cover into real life,” I said, gesturing wildly.

“Well then, take advantage of the fact that you love a cliché and go for it, girl!” Michael encouraged me, pointing a finger as if scolding me. “No more mental fanfics, go out there and make it happen for real!”

I looked at him, thoughtful.

It wasn’t that simple.

Vittorio Del Castillo was nearly untouchable. I was just a funny, chatty employee who cracked jokes to escape reality and an empty bank account.

Still, something in his words stirred inside me.

“You really think I should try something? Like... ‘Hi, Vittorio, you haven’t noticed me for five years, but I’ve planned our imaginary wedding several times, want to go out with me?’” I asked in an ironic tone.

“Exactly that! You think he’d say no? With that irresistible charm and nerve you’ve got, I doubt it,” Michael stated, convinced.

I took a deep breath, biting my lower lip, genuinely thoughtful this time.

“I’ll think about it, okay?” I replied, already feeling my heart race just imagining that improbable scene.

Michael shook his head, resigned to my fear, but smiled affectionately.

“Alright, but don’t take too long. Either you make a move, or I’ll go over there and embarrass you myself.”

“You’re totally capable of that...” I murmured, laughing.

The conversation continued lightly and fun, but deep down, that idea began to gain strength within me.

Maybe it really was time to stop with my internal dramas and get my feet on the ground. Or better yet, take my feet off the ground and fly up to the top floor of that building, where Vittorio Del Castillo seemed far too unreachable.

Except, he probably wasn’t that unreachable. I think I was the one who was too distant.

I finished my drink, smiling as Michael told another one of his funny stories about disastrous dates.

However, my mind was already far away, constructing elaborate scenarios where I would finally be noticed by the man who dominated my secret fantasies.

After all, I had imagination to spare.

Now all I lacked was the courage to act. And honestly, with thirty approaching, maybe it really was time to turn my fanfics into something more real.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 4

[image: ]




Juliana Rocha

MICHAEL’S WORDS STAYED in my head all weekend.

It was Monday, and I was sitting at my desk, staring at the computer as if that screen could give me answers about my nonexistent love life.

The conversation with my friend echoed in my mind like a bad song that gets stuck in your head and you just can’t shake, no matter how hard you try.

“You need to stop daydreaming and go on the attack!”

I huffed quietly, shuffling through reports that were, honestly, far less interesting than my personal dilemmas.

Michael was right, I knew that.

But admitting it was one thing; having the guts to actually approach Vittorio Del Castillo was something else entirely.

I took a deep breath, swiveling in my chair as I thought.

The problem wasn’t just talking to Vittorio; it was facing the penetrating gaze of a man who was too tall, too handsome, and too authoritative. A walking, talking danger zone for emotionally unstable women like me.

I stood up, stretched my arms, and decided it was time for a break from my existential angst.

I gathered some documents I needed to take to the finance department and walked through the company’s bright, white corridors, my heels clicking softly against the polished floor.

My mind was still wandering, and I prayed I wouldn’t trip over my own feet.

When I reached the elevator, I pressed the button absently, still lost in thoughts of my nonexistent love life. I stepped in as soon as the doors opened, grateful for the empty cabin to indulge my internal monologue.

I faced the mirror and tried to smooth my hair, which was being particularly rebellious today.

I sighed softly, speaking to my reflection without even realizing it:

“Oh, Vittorio Del Castillo, you have no idea how much you complicate my life. Would it kill you to notice I exist, just once?”

Just as I finished the sentence, the elevator stopped at the next floor and the door slid open silently, revealing the last person I expected to see at that moment: him.

Vittorio Del Castillo himself.

I swear in that instant I felt my soul leave my body and return, as a wave of genuine panic washed over me.

He entered with his upright posture, his brown hair impeccably styled, and the most penetrating gaze I’d ever seen, as if he could fire someone with the power of his eyes alone.

It became clear, almost immediately, that I had spoken too loudly.

My God, had he heard me?!

I swallowed hard, my heart pounding so loudly I could swear the security guard in the lobby heard it.

I breathed slowly, trying to feign a nonexistent calm while uselessly pressing the door-close button, internally begging the elevator to pick up speed and end this psychological torture.

However, apparently today was the day the universe had chosen to punish me, and the elevator seemed to be ascending at the speed of a doped-up turtle.

An unsettling silence filled the small space.

Vittorio remained impassive, serious, elegant, and irritatingly handsome in his perfectly tailored suit, with that subtle cologne that filled the air and scrambled my senses.

Out of the corner of my eye, I discreetly observed the man beside me, trying to decipher if there was any sign he had heard me or not.

He said nothing, made no comment, just watched the glowing floor numbers with that imposing posture of someone who doesn’t waste time on trivial conversation.

I bit my lower lip, unable to control my own impulsiveness.

The silence was too agonizing for a chatterbox like me. Before I knew it, my mouth—the same mouth that never knew when to shut up—acted on its own:

“Mr. Del Castillo...” I began timidly, feeling my face burn. “Did you... by any chance hear what I said just now?”

He didn’t answer immediately, just slowly shifted his gaze from the panel toward me, arching one eyebrow with that enigmatic flair only he could manage.

“About you wanting me to notice your existence at least once?” he replied calmly, a faint, provocative smile playing at the corner of his lips. “Yes, I heard you perfectly.”

My face must have cycled through every possible shade of red at record speed, because I felt my cheeks burn intensely.

Congratulations, Juliana.

Your ability to humiliate yourself is getting better and better.

“Oh, I didn’t exactly mean...” I began to stammer, mortified, trying to salvage my nonexistent dignity.

“Don’t worry,” he interrupted, his tone serious but with a faint, amused glint in his eyes. “I won’t tell anyone. But I suggest that next time you want my attention, you just call me directly. It will be more efficient than venting to your reflection in the elevator.”

I was completely speechless. I blinked a few times, incredulous at his boldness and too stunned to react.

Vittorio remained serious, though I could have sworn I saw the corner of his mouth twitch discreetly.

The elevator reached his floor, and before the door was fully open, he looked back at me, making my heart nearly stop completely.

“Have a good day.”

He stepped out with firm strides, leaving me completely frozen.

When the doors finally closed, I took such a deep breath it felt like I’d been holding it since he stepped in. My head was spinning and my face burned with shame.

Maybe it was time to stop living just in my imagination, creating absurd, funny stories that would never come true. Maybe I really did need to take a step, however small, to make Vittorio notice I existed.

A little voice inside me, however, quickly shot back with sarcasm, reminding me that Vittorio was a distant, mysterious, and utterly unattainable man, while I was just the employee who talked too loudly and lived on a low salary.

I sighed, finally exiting the elevator, still confused by it all.

But one thing was certain: something had shifted, even if just a little. And, if it were up to me, maybe that shift could grow even bigger from here on out.

And preferably, without talking to myself out loud in public ever again.
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Vittorio Del Castillo

AFTER STEPPING OUT of the elevator, I walked to my office with a mix of amusement and curiosity I hadn’t felt in a long time.

I could still see her face flushing clearly in my mind, as if she’d been caught red-handed committing the worst kind of crime. I smiled faintly, remembering her incredulous expression and the desperate way she’d tried to hide her embarrassment.

I confess I hadn’t expected to hear something so peculiar from anyone at the company. But that brief encounter in the elevator had brought an unexpected dose of humor to my typically monotonous and exhausting day, especially when she’d tried to hide her ID badge out of sheer nerves.

Even now, as I walked the long corridor to my office, the image of the administrative assistant—with her wavy brown hair and those wide, startled eyes—lingered in my mind, refusing to fade.

I shook my head, scattering the thoughts.

There was no time for silly distractions, especially at the start of such a busy week.

Entering my office, I closed the door behind me and walked to the desk, setting my briefcase down.

The spacious, modern room was surrounded by glass, offering a privileged view of São Paulo—a constant reminder of the responsibilities I held as CEO of Tesoro Reale, one of several companies where I held that title and partnership.

I began reviewing last week’s financial reports, trying to focus, but again the image of that woman crept stealthily into my thoughts.

“Would it kill you to notice I exist, just once?”

The door to my office swung open suddenly, and the familiar figure of Frederico Villanova appeared with his usual confident expression.

Frederico had been my business partner and friend for over ten years, ever since we met in Spain and decided to build Tesoro Reale together. He also managed other ventures with me in Europe, like Montre Royale and Maison Villanova.

He was practically a brother to me.

“So, Vittorio? Are you really set on the trip to Europe?” he asked, sitting across from my desk and studying me closely.

“Yes, everything’s confirmed. I need to be there. We have important matters to settle at Montre Royale and Maison Villanova.”

He crossed his arms, his gaze steady.

“And your children? Have you thought about how Enrico and Giulia will react to you being gone again for so long?”

I took a deep breath, briefly looking away.

I didn’t like to admit it, but Frederico had touched on the most delicate point in my life.

My children.

I worried about them daily, but at the same time, I needed to maintain control of the companies that secured our future.

“They’re used to it,” I replied, trying to sound more confident than I felt. “Carmen is excellent with them. And besides, it’s only for a few days. It won’t be any different from the other times.”

Frederico stayed silent for a few seconds, scrutinizing me carefully before asking cautiously:

“But what about you, Vittorio? Isn’t it hard sometimes, looking at them after everything that happened? I mean... with Luciana.”

My body stiffened automatically at the sound of her name.

I turned my eyes to the window, watching the bustling city skyline.

I didn’t answer, but internally the question echoed loudly. Of course it was hard.

It was hard every single day.

Giulia had her mother’s exact smile; Enrico had the curious, questioning look Luciana used to give me.

Every time I looked at them, it was like feeling a subtle, constant ache in my chest.

It wasn’t easy knowing they’d grow up without a mother, and no matter how hard I tried to compensate, sometimes I felt it wasn’t enough. But that was a burden I carried alone, and I didn’t need to share it with anyone else.

“Let’s change the subject,” I said finally, adopting a firmer, more objective tone. “We need to finalize the last details of the trip, confirm the meeting dates, and sort out the pending bureaucratic issues.”

Frederico got the message, recognizing that door was closed. We talked for a few more minutes about the itinerary details, and then he stood, straightening his jacket before leaving.

“I’ll let you work. If you need to talk, or need anything, you know where to find me.”

I merely nodded as he left and closed the door behind him, leaving me alone once more with my doubts and worries.

I took a deep breath, leaning back in my chair and rubbing my hands over my face, weary. No matter how hard I tried to focus on business, I couldn’t completely shake the constant feeling that I was failing my children.

I gave them everything they needed financially, but was that enough? Was it enough for them to be happy and well-adjusted?

Honestly, I didn’t know the answer.

I turned back to the computer, determined to finish my tasks and push those thoughts aside. But as soon as I opened a new email, Juliana’s face appeared in my mind once again, surfacing without any explanation.

It was curious how someone I’d barely exchanged a few words with could have such an impact on my mood.

It was probably due to the innocent authenticity of the situation, or the unconscious boldness she’d shown by saying those words out loud.

I shook my head, amused at my own thoughts.

It was ridiculous.

I had no time or interest for romance, especially not with someone who worked at my company and who certainly didn’t understand the complexity of my life.

I took a deep breath, finally focusing on the reports in front of me. My life had clearly defined priorities, and I couldn’t afford emotional distractions.
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CHAPTER 6
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Juliana Rocha

“LIKE I SAID, JULIANA, not just anyone can run a full marathon in under three hours. I’ve done it five times, and I plan to beat my own record next week,” the man across from me, Natanael, kept talking nonstop, like a badly tuned radio that never turned off.

His ego was certainly inversely proportional to his common sense.

I smiled politely, or rather, forced a smile.

I’d been listening to the saga of his perfect fitness life for over forty minutes now—his gym goals, how many kilos he lifted, how many calories he consumed—and not once had the blessed man asked me so much as my favorite food or if I breathed oxygen.

I’d tried to interject a few times, but he always cut me off, continuing his unbearable monologue.

The situation was already bordering on absurd, but I held my tongue as long as I could. After all, Mom always said patience is a virtue.

Thing is, patience was definitely not my favorite virtue.

“You have to see me train, Ju. I’ll take you with me one day, you’ll be amazed by my performance on the treadmill.”

At that moment, my common sense, which wasn’t much to begin with, evaporated completely.

I took a deep breath, mustered all my courage, and let it out in one go:

“Honestly, Natanael, no, I don’t want to see you train. In fact, I’d love to simply be heard for five minutes. Just five little minutes, I swear it’s not much!” I flashed a mocking smile as I watched his eyes go wide.

“What do you mean? I...”

“I’ve been here for almost an hour, and if you’d paid the slightest bit of attention, you’d know I can’t stand to hear another word about your muscles, your marathon, or the blessed keto diet you follow religiously. You’re handsome, okay, congratulations on that. But it would be great if you could pay attention to something beyond your own navel. The world doesn’t revolve solely around your whey protein, darling!”

Natanael’s mouth fell open, visibly offended, but he couldn’t manage a word immediately. I seized the rare moment of silence, grabbed my purse, and stood up.

“Wait, Juliana, I just wanted to share my life with you.”

“Share your life with me, or just brag about your massive ego?” I shot back, already on my feet. “Thanks for the date, Natanael. At least you reminded me that listening is just as important as talking. Good luck with your next marathon!”

I left the restaurant quickly, feeling a mix of frustration and relief.

The cool night air hit my face, reminding me I was free again.

I caught an Uber home, and upon entering my apartment, I tossed my purse on the sofa and threw myself onto it, staring at the ceiling as if it were to blame for all my catastrophic dates.

“Why, God?” I asked the ceiling, as if it could answer. “Why am I so unlucky with men?”

Of course, the ceiling remained silent, proving my point perfectly.

I grabbed the TV remote, turned it on, and selected the series I’d been bingeing the last few days: “Love, Coffee & Disasters.”

At least there, the problems were fictional and didn’t involve unbearable dates with guys who fancied themselves Olympic athletes. I settled comfortably into the sofa, grabbed a bag of chocolate, and started watching.

Between episodes, I took out my journal to jot down my unconventional notes about the series, as I always did:

“Dear Diary, today in episode five the protagonist decided to confess her feelings to the handsome guy with a sign in front of his coffee shop. That would never work for me. First, because I’d trip over the sign. Second, because Vittorio would probably ignore me and walk right in to buy a double espresso without sugar, while I stood there holding the damn sign, looking like an idiot. Please remind me never to try anything like that.”

I laughed at myself after finishing the scribble, shaking my head.

The problem wasn’t just being unlucky; it was falling for the most inaccessible person on the planet: Vittorio Del Castillo, the untouchable CEO who probably hadn’t smiled openly since the end of the last century.

I sighed deeply, closed the journal, and looked at the TV screen with a resigned smile.

“Who needs a love life when there are series and chocolate?” I asked myself, already starting the next episode.

The truth was, the answer to that question was more painful than I wanted to admit. But for now, my love life would be confined to fictional characters and an unattainable boss who didn’t even really know my name.

And honestly, that was drama enough for one night.

I turned off the TV, went to the bedroom, lay down on the bed, and while staring at the ceiling again, I promised myself that tomorrow I’d try not to think about Vittorio or failed dates.

However, it was a hard promise to keep when my heart seemed so fond of contradicting me.

Vittorio Del Castillo

I ALREADY HAD AN IDEA of what awaited me at home when I told my children about the trip.

From the moment I walked through the door, I could tell Enrico and Giulia were overflowing with energy. They were running through the mansion like two little storms, scattering toys and leaving a trail of laughter in their wake.

I sat on the sofa in the main living room, trying to hide my exhaustion as I watched them play. Minutes later, noticing my presence, they both came running toward me, with huge smiles plastered on their identical little faces.

“Daddy! Daddy!” Giulia shouted, jumping onto my lap. “I drew a picture of our family at school today. It’s beautiful!”

“It’s ugly, that’s what it is!” Enrico interrupted, crossing his arms and frowning. “She made my hair pink. I didn’t like it one bit.”

I chuckled softly, trying to maintain seriousness as I examined the drawing Giulia handed me with pride.

“Well, I think it’s very creative. And you, son, what did you do today?”

He smiled excitedly, instantly forgetting his previous complaint.

“I played soccer! I scored two goals, Dad! Two! I’m the best in my class. Giulia couldn’t even kick the ball right.”

“Because I don’t like soccer, okay?” she retorted, with a funny grimace. “And you didn’t have to tell him that, Enrico. Daddy said he’d like my drawing.”

I shook my head, smiling, and pulled them both close against my chest.

Even exhausted after a full day of meetings and important decisions at Tesoro Reale, those small moments with my children were the only things capable of bringing me genuine happiness.

However, I needed to tell them about the trip soon, before I lost my nerve.

I took a deep breath and chose my words carefully:

“Kids, I need to talk to you about something important.”
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