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PROLOGUE
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Domenico Perazzo

MAYBE I WAS DEAD. NOT that I’d ever died before, but the feeling was pretty close to what I imagined death would be. Despair taking hold of my body, that icy, suffocating silence tearing through my soul until I found myself submerged in a darkness I knew all too well. With every beat of my heart, the air grew heavier, as if it were about to be snuffed out.

I felt the blood drain from my face, panic swallowing all my oxygen. The sense of dread swelled exponentially, and like a spark, fear spread, consuming every one of my organs.

No. I wasn’t going through that again.

I wouldn’t survive having another piece of me ripped away like that.

I think I’d rather be dead.
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CHAPTER 1
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Domenico Perazzo

LIFE IS NOTHING MORE than a blank canvas where each person paints their own picture, but on mine, all I could see was one giant smear of shit. I couldn’t understand why I kept getting knocked down, one blow after another, but it wasn’t my fault.

It made no fucking sense. I always seized my opportunities, I was responsible even as a kid. I never gave my parents any trouble, never got into fights... I never even put a Xuxa record on backwards, for fuck’s sake!

I worked from a young age, graduated with top marks, held a respectable position, and left plenty of satisfied women in my wake.

In other words, I lived the best way possible, thank you very much.

And how was I rewarded for doing my part to make society a better place? With a piece-of-shit car splashing water from a puddle all over my brand-new Italian suit. And the cherry on top: right on the day I was heading back to the company.

I hadn’t even had a cup of coffee yet, goddammit!

So it was hard to understand why the universe insisted on making my time on Earth a fucking torture. Like I said, I was always an exemplary son, and unlike my brother, I knew my responsibilities as a Perazzo.

My family name carried a lot of weight in Rio de Janeiro, especially inside the Golden Circle, an elite society of respected families in the country, fortified by countless connections and long-standing traditions.

For years, I always felt grateful to be part of such a prestigious lineage, and I worked hard to honor the title we carried, to prove my worth and make it known that, yes, I was fit for that position. And even though my mindset wasn’t as narrow as my father’s, I understood my place and what I had to do for my name.

That was how things worked, and I had no problem accepting what was imposed on me. Like I said, I understood my privileges and sought to honor everything that came with the surname Perazzo.

The only time I ever considered breaking free and challenging our way of life was when I fell in love at eighteen. Tália was a beautiful woman, but she wasn’t part of our society. And we were always told not to get involved with people outside the G.C., but she had me wrapped around her finger in a way I still can’t understand.

I blame it on the age, though.

That slut fucked up my life in ways I never imagined possible.

My father always encouraged us to keep our emotions in check, but I wasn’t very good at it when I was younger. And as much as I believed in love back then, I never had much desire to have a family. I knew it would eventually be formed through alliances within the Golden Circle, and I was fine with that.

Arranged marriages were pretty common in our society, but they didn’t work like in the old days. Nobody was forced into anything, but still, most of us understood the benefits of certain unions.

Of course, a lot of them were just for show—plenty of couples didn’t even have a real relationship. There was the life you put on display for the members and the media, and then the reality behind that illusion.

So I never gave a shit which finger I’d put a ring on, as long as my dick was inside whatever cunt I wanted.

Until I met her.

“You still ignoring their calls?” my brother asked, pulling me out of my thoughts.

I’d asked Dante to have breakfast with me because I was fucking stressed about going back to the company. I hadn’t set foot in Petrolio since I decided to cut ties with my parents, after finding out they’d been lying to me for years.

I said my life was a piece of shit, didn’t I?

“Oh, no. We went for tea yesterday at Forte de Copacabana,” I scoffed, looking at him with pure disdain and taking a sip of my drink. “Of course not, you idiot.”

“Mom has been flooding not just me, but Manuela with messages too.”

“I told you that would happen.”

Right before Carnival, my brother gave an interview to QueenG! about the current pregnancy. People were already speculating because it was obvious, but they both decided to wait a little longer than usual to come out publicly.

As soon as my father found out, he had a heart attack. Literally.

The moment Genaro Perazzo discovered his son had gotten (for the first time) a woman outside the Golden Circle pregnant, he lost his shit and has been telling everyone that my brother was just going through a late rebellious phase.

When Dante walked into the office to work with the woman he’d always hated, he got the news that he was the father of a ten-month-old baby girl.

The two of them had been cursing each other out for years during college, but the first chance they got alone in a room, they conceived a child.

Seriously, it was like something out of a movie.

Who in their right mind fucks without a condom with the girl who made your life hell and whose goal was to destroy our company? Because yes, Maria Manuela had cost—and was still costing—Petrolio rivers of money and tormented us day and night.

Finding out, and having public confirmation, that Dante would not only marry but also have a second child with the eco-nag of his own free will was apparently the last straw for Genaro Perazzo.

To be honest, at first I thought Dante was just emotional because of the whole context of discovering he was a father. Until I saw how crazy he was for that psychotic little tree-hugger. I even gave him a family ring—the one I’d picked out to propose to my future wife.

My God, remembering all that made me want to bang my head against the wall. I even considered that crazy Marcella woman to be the mother of my heirs, just because that’s what my family wanted.

Fucking hell, what a colossal idiot I was! I was manipulated for years because my father was obsessed with his position in the Golden Circle.

The obsession was so bad that he had a heart attack just from the possibility that my brother’s life might mess up his plans.

Sick, pathetic, fucking stupid bastard.

Since a bad vase doesn’t break, my father just went through surgery, but the doctors ordered him to stay away from the company and anything stressful for a while. I did visit him in the hospital—that was the only contact we’d had since the catastrophic fight a few months back.

As much as I didn’t want contact with the idiot, I’d given my life for that company and wasn’t about to leave it in just anyone’s hands. We didn’t really have a conversation, even though he wanted to bring it up. I said I hoped he’d get better, but I wasn’t there to “fix” our relationship. My father seemed to understand and just asked me to come back to the company, reminding me of my obligations.

“It fucking sucks,” he said, letting out a half-hearted breath, taking a sip of his coffee, then checking his phone, suddenly perking up and determined to change the subject of that shitty conversation. “Did I tell you I bought an ice cream machine?”

“Seriously, Dante?”

I shook my head in disbelief. My brother was an extreme shopaholic. Okay, I wasn’t much different, but I bought actually useful things, like presents for my niece.

Nothing for Gigi was useless.

“It’s so fucking cool!” My brother started bouncing in his chair and showing me a video. “I made amarena and brownie flavor yesterday. You can make any flavor!”

“Wow! When I come over, can you make me one with regret flavor? And instead of sprinkles on top, you can add some chunks of broken trust,” I replied sarcastically, and Dante laughed, shaking his head in denial.

“So bitter...” my brother mocked, smacking his lips.

“It’s my charm.”

“Manuela went crazy over it. The other day she told me she wanted bacon ice cream.”

“Bacon ice cream?” I made a face. “Your wife really is weird.”

“It’s the pregnancy, dumbass. The worst part is it turned out tasty, can you believe it?” he said, laughing. “She’s been having some weird cravings, and almost all of them involve mixing something with ice cream. Now I can make whatever ice cream my wife wants with my machine.”

Dante looked at me like he was trying to prove a point, his chin jutted forward, arms crossed over his chest.

“I still think it’s useless.”

“Gio loved it,” he said, knowing he’d hit my weak spot. “I can make fruit sorbets for her.”

In that case, it was totally acceptable. It was fucking hot as hell in Rio! My niece would definitely cool down with that.

“Oh, well, you’ve got a point there,” I replied, as if it were obvious. “The other day the heat index hit 58 degrees!”

“Global warming, little brother...” he teased, and I rolled my eyes.

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Anyway, I already sent you that article about freezing fruit for her, didn’t I?” I reminded him, pointing a finger his way. “So, if it’s for making fruit ice cream for my niece, it’s more than acceptable. It’s necessary!”

Dante laughed.

“I said it was necessary.”

“You said you bought it for the eco-nag.”

“No, I bought it for our family.”

“Which unfortunately includes the eco-nag,” I pointed out.

“Are you going to make me regret coming for coffee with you?”

“I can’t start my day without an extra dose of insults. Not my fault you decided to get involved with the enemy and switch sides.”

“Dom!” he called out, annoyed, and I laughed.

“Okay, I’ll stop!” I said, calming the air with my hands, then stood up, straightening my suit. “I need to go.”

“Me too.” My brother did the same. “Do me a favor and don’t fuck up the environment today.”

“Just because you asked so nicely, I’ll use paper straws today,” I joked, and he flipped me the middle finger as he walked away.

I left the café, keeping my eyes on the street, still pissed about the car that splashed water on me that morning. Fuck the moment I decided to stop at the pharmacy and get out of the Uber a block before the café.

And fuck the mechanic who didn’t have my Lamborghini ready the day before. It was just a fucking flat tire!

I was walking as carefully as possible when I passed by a baby store’s window display.

I swallowed hard.

All my attention locked onto a pair of newborn shoes shaped like a giraffe. And in less than a second, I felt completely powerless, panic rising and suffocating every coherent thought.

My stomach churned, my breath stopped, and I wished I hadn’t eaten breakfast. The memories hit me so hard it felt like my skull was cracking.

The feeling that I was about to collapse crawled over my skin, and all I could do was focus on the pain of my nails digging hard into my palms as a distraction.

No!

I needed to pull myself together.

No!

I didn’t want to revisit all of that again.
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Domenico Perazzo

Flashback

I FELL IN LOVE WITH Tália the second her black eyes winked at me. I should never have ignored the knot in my stomach, that feeling you get when everything’s about to fall apart. I should have seen all her darkness reflected in that woman’s irises.

I was down on all fours for her, completely blind, to the point where I ignored every single one of Genaro Perazzo’s rules. I knew my parents would never accept her, but I was stupid, and like every idiot lovesick teenager, I thought I could find a way out.

I started rethinking some things and thought this could be a fresh start. A chance to change my entire life.

Tália was about five years older, and I thought she was so mature and smart. My girlfriend seemed so understanding about everything and said she didn’t mind keeping our relationship a secret.

I never thought the age difference was a problem, but I changed my mind later because at just eighteen years old, I never would have seen how manipulative she was.

It was the first time I’d ever fallen in love, and I tore down every one of my father’s teachings. I let my emotions overflow, ignored all my obligations, and when Tália asked me to stop using condoms, I trusted her. I bought the pills because I knew that was my responsibility too, and I believed her every single time that bitch swore she was taking them.

It didn’t take long for her to get pregnant. And then everything changed.

When she gave me the news, something grew inside me, and a sea of feelings started flooding every empty gap in my body like an avalanche. I had just turned nineteen and had no idea what to do with a baby, but I loved him from the very first moment the words left her mouth.

“We’re going to have a kid? You and me?” I asked, my eyes welling up, still drowning in that hurricane of emotions, and I started covering her face with kisses.

“Dom, let me go,” she said, pulling away from me, and her tone turned impatient. “Your family doesn’t want a scandal, and we don’t have to do this.”

“What do you mean, we don’t have to do this?” I asked, confused. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m saying I’m willing to get an abortion. We can handle this the best way so nobody gets hurt.”

“You don’t have to do that! No! I’m happy about the news, baby. This would never be a problem. I’ll deal with my parents. If they’re not on our side, I’ll cut all ties with my family. You don’t need to consider anything like that, for God’s sake. It’s my kid too, and I’m with you no matter what,” I said, placing my hand on her belly, feeling my heart pound inside my chest. “I love you so much, and I really want this baby.”

My God, I was going to have a child!

She stared at me for a few seconds without saying a single word, then turned away, saying she needed to think. Tália disappeared for a few days, and meanwhile, that whole new reality started solidifying in my mind. I hyper-focused, read dozens of baby and pregnancy books, and in a week I knew absolutely everything about the subject.

I was restless, excited, seeing life in a completely different way. It was like the colors were brighter, and a new purpose was growing inside me. The word “father” reverberated in my head, echoing down into my chest and filling it with a warmth I never imagined existed.

The details of the future unfolded in my mind and consumed me night after night. I still couldn’t believe there would be another piece of me, a part of me and the woman I loved.

I always knew I’d need to produce an heir, but I never really imagined what that would be like. And I didn’t even recognize myself, because having a kid had never been a priority, but I even made a little list of possible names and bought a pair of giraffe-shaped baby shoes.

I remember sending message after message to her phone until she finally agreed to meet me. And the second I saw her, I launched into a speech, making it clear I was going to confront my parents, that I’d do whatever it took for us to be together, and I proposed to her.

And I will never erase from my mind the sudden change in her expression, the mocking, inhuman smile that spread across that woman’s face.

“My God, you’re so pathetic, Domenico.” She laughed, her lips curling into a twisted smirk, sarcasm dripping from every word, making me tremble to my very soul. “Do you really think I’d marry you? For God’s sake, you’re too needy, childish, jealous, and unbearable! This is just a transaction, nothing more.”

I ignored the fact that those absurd words seemed to gouge deep into my chest and blinked, in disbelief.

“Transaction?” I asked, my voice faltering. “What are you...”

“I don’t want to get married, and I certainly don’t want to have a kid with you,” she stated, serious. “Do you really think I fell for your pretty eyes, Dom? Spare me. There are more important things in life.”

The air veered off its usual path to my lungs, and I felt my vision blur. Ice crawled up my spine as I tried to understand what was happening, and it was agonizing. The dead silence in the room sounded louder than any roar, and it felt like my organs were being ripped apart.

That woman in front of me was not the person I had fallen in love with.

The words took a few seconds to sink into my mind. And I think, really, I didn’t want to accept it.

“Tália, what the fuck are you talking about?” I yelled, furious and completely incredulous. “Is this for real? You were with me this whole time because of my money?”

She laughed cruelly, and I felt my heart break a little more. My God, I was so stupid. My father had warned me so many times, and it was the first thing he said when, a month ago, I gathered the courage and told him I was seeing her.

“No drama, please,” she said, exhaling impatiently.

“This can’t be true... What the fuck? You literally pulled a baby scam on me? And you’re admitting it?”

What fucking audacity!

“Dial it down, sweetheart.” She put her hands on her hips and rolled her eyes. “I’m literally saving you from a baby trap. I have a life ahead of me. I’m not going to waste it having a kid and playing house with you!”

Every word I had died in my throat. It was like I’d forgotten how to speak them. I just stood there, motionless, my lips slightly parted, not knowing what to do.

“This is what I want for my silence, so we can resolve this situation the best way. There are specialized clinics.” Tália handed me a piece of paper with an amount on it, and I couldn’t even process it.

“You want me to pay you to get rid of my kid?” I couldn’t even think straight, but the raise of her eyebrow was enough. “Fuck no!”

She stared at me without reacting. Opened and closed her mouth, but no sound came out. I could hear her gears turning, trying to find a way out, like she was recalculating a route because she definitely hadn’t expected me to react like that. It was clear in every feature of her face.

“You want this?”

This.

How could she treat a pregnancy or our child like something so irrelevant?

The burning in my eyes was almost unbearable, and the pain of disappointment flooding my chest went beyond its limit, reaching even the physical. A giant hole began to open beneath my feet, my breathing getting harder by the second.

I wanted to cry. And scream at her. More than anything, I wanted to wake up from that nightmare in my own bed.

I didn’t have a fucking clue who that woman was, or where the Tália I had fallen in love with had gone. The whole time, she had worn a mask, because watching closely now, I could see all the indifference plastered on her face.

I took a breath and ran my hands over my face, searching for some kind of balance.

“Tália, for God’s sake,” I tried, speaking calmly. “It’s our child! I think you’re not thinking straight, and...”

“I’m thinking perfectly straight, Domenico. Grow up! I’m not going to ruin my body for nothing over a child.”

“Tália, please,” I begged, my voice coming out weak, a tear rolling down my cheek.

My hands were shaking, and I couldn’t think straight. The brutality of those sentences hit me again and again, like an endless loop. There was nothing inside those eyes, hollow, as if not a drop of humanity remained behind them.

She looked me up and down, arms crossed over her chest, contempt present even in her posture. She rolled her eyes and let out a weak laugh that echoed in my ears like shards of glass shattering in a vacuum. Time slipped slowly between us, and I was afraid to make any sound, to say anything that might make things worse.

Begging seemed like my only option.

“You’re so ridiculous... Well, if you really want this, you better make it worth it,” she replied dryly before turning and walking out the door, slamming it behind her.

I stood still, still trying to absorb what had just happened. I felt the tears stream down my face and the sensation of suffocation pulling at my throat. My heart pounded against my ribcage like a sledgehammer trying to shatter my ribs, even making my eyes blur.

I thought I was going to pass out, and I gasped for air again.

Tália never loved me. Everything we’d lived through had been nothing but a lie. She used me like a pawn just to get an advantage.

For money.

That was all she ever wanted from the start. And I cleared the path too easily for her plan to go as she wanted. I was immature, stupid, and sentimental. I cast aside every warning my parents had given me since I was a child.

We, from the Golden Circle, couldn’t afford to get involved with outsiders. There was no room for that. The gap was too wide.

I kept wondering how everything had reached that point. At what moment had I lost control of my life? I didn’t know if I had handled everything the best way, and I felt like an idiot for it.

Was it so wrong that I wanted my child? Was I pathetic for that?

My father would certainly call me weak.

I would never force her to carry a pregnancy and give birth to my child. After all, it was her body. But everything was just so fucking wrong. It wasn’t an accident. She tricked me and planned it. Without giving a shit about anything, because it didn’t matter to her.

“It’s just a transaction.”

My God!

It didn’t make sense.

I cried for hours. I went through our photos, messages, and videos until exhaustion consumed me. I still couldn’t understand how someone could pretend for so long.

I had to do something. I couldn’t let that crazy gold-digger have the upper hand. So I went to my parents and told them everything that had happened.

I knew, in the minute I saw the look of reproach and disappointment on my father’s face, that it would mark me forever. And then he started screaming at the top of his lungs, full of disgust, words I would never forget:

“You’ve ruined your life, you fucking idiot! I knew, from the second you told me about this tramp, that you would screw up. This is your fault, Paola! For being too weak and emotional with these two! Now your son is going to stain our family’s name with a bastard. I gave you everything. You were supposed to be the one to continue our pure lineage, but how can I have confidence in a boy who throws his values away like that? What a disgrace! I’m so ashamed to have you as a son...”

It all hurt too much, but it was exactly as I had predicted. Sentimentality never had a place inside that man.

I tried to argue, in vain. Genaro Perazzo was not someone who liked to be contradicted, and I hadn’t just done that. I had destroyed our entire fucking lineage by getting involved with someone outside the Circle and producing an “illegitimate heir,” a bastard, as the G.C. used to call it.

I had stained our family’s name and reputation. We would never be seen the same way in society again.

Of course I felt guilty. After all, they were right in the end. Tália was a con artist.

Still, there was my child. And to be honest, I couldn’t give a shit if that pregnancy ruined our image.

We decided my brother wouldn’t know anything for now, and it fucking sucked not being able to vent to him, but Dante was younger, and that would just fill his head with problems he didn’t need to deal with.

I lost count of how many messages I sent to that damn woman. Sometimes I ended up drinking too much and begged her to reconsider and come back to me.

Yeah, because Tália was right. I was pathetic.

As the days went by, the bitch realized how much I wanted that baby and started blackmailing me. We met a few times, and in that time I handed over an absurd amount of money, a latest-generation iPhone, a Blackberry, a MacBook, and a fucking yellow Camaro.

My father didn’t speak to me for days, and I spent hours with my mother, trying to explain my side, thinking of solutions, in an attempt to get her to help me see any way out.

My father was so freaked out that he even suggested an alliance with the Bragas, a family that wasn’t part of the Golden Circle. He explained it would be more acceptable for me to marry Virgílio’s daughter, since no woman from the G.C. would want to marry me when the shit hit the fan, and a family desperate to be part of our society would certainly be willing.

I remembered our age difference, but he didn’t give a damn. He stated I could marry Paula Braga the moment she turned eighteen, that none of that would be an obstacle.

The idea didn’t appeal to me, but I’d already fucked up too much to disagree. My father was being lenient and giving me a way out. I would have the baby, fuck everything else. I would do whatever it took to improve my family’s image.

Things weren’t good between us, and my father decided he would only make a decision if the pregnancy went forward, making it clear it was common for women to miscarry in the first trimester. I tried to ignore the fact that I knew he was asking the universe for it not to survive.

For almost two months, Tália threatened me and wrecked my psyche. She took me to an ultrasound, did a blood test, and we found out it was a girl.

My ex-girlfriend saw how emotional I was, and as soon as we left the exam, she threatened again to terminate the pregnancy, even using the words “your daughter.” A moment that would always be etched in my mind, the day I got down on my knees, crying and begging her not to do it.

That cow didn’t give a shit, didn’t even show any emotion.

I knew everything she was doing was a way to mess with me and my feelings, but I couldn’t be indifferent. I was so emotional, my heart overflowing with feelings, still not believing it was possible to feel that way and love someone I didn’t even know so much.

It was like an inexplicable bond. An invisible thread connecting me to that little girl who would be a part of me.

And there was all that fear... The terror was gut-wrenching, especially since that bitch kept hinting, at every single moment, that she’d end the pregnancy. I even think that woman was kind of sadistic, that she got off on watching me squirm, like a kid holding a magnifying glass over ants under the sun.

Back then, I realized the person I’d fallen in love with was cruel to the bone. My ex didn’t give a shit about the life she was carrying inside her. There was no bond at all, and it was already pretty obvious that I’d pay an absurd amount of money and she’d hand the baby over to me.

I didn’t care about that. Fuck it. I’d raise my little girl on my own.

I started imagining how I’d explain to my daughter that her mother didn’t want her, that she’d abandoned her. And after thinking about it a lot, I came to the conclusion that maybe I could just lie and say Tália died in childbirth. That way I could spare her any future pain or heartache.

My head was a whirlwind, and almost every night I had night terrors, waking up with anxiety attacks. Always the same nightmare: her telling me she’d ended my daughter’s life.

Until one morning, my nightmare became real.

It was Christmas Eve, and she sent me a photo from the clinic, along with a message confirming she’d had the abortion. She said she didn’t want it to come to that, but she couldn’t take it anymore. She claimed it was better this way, and in a few months I’d agree. She also asked me to never contact her again and blocked all my numbers.

“It was better this way.”

Better for who, the fuck?

In that moment, my world collapsed and nothing made sense anymore. It felt like a limb had been ripped from my body. I couldn’t keep my breakfast down; I ran to the bathroom, feeling my insides twist and the bitter burn scorching my throat as I vomited.

I got up after a while, struggling, and turned on the faucet, splashing water on my face in a desperate attempt to wake up from that horrible dream.

No.

This wasn’t real.

She couldn’t have done it.

I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to channel the wave of rage that seemed to overflow inside me. I gripped the sink counter so hard my knuckles went white. A guttural scream tore through my vocal cords, sadness and despair merging, ripping through the air and ricocheting off the bathroom walls, straight back into my chest.

That raw sound seemed to echo across the tiles, ringing in my brain, and before I knew it, my hand had clenched into a fist and I punched the mirror, shattering it into hundreds of pieces. My breathing was ragged, and I looked down, seeing a thick trickle of blood slide across the marble toward the drain.

This wasn’t one of my nightmares.

The tears overwhelmed me, and I choked on a sob, filled with the weight of a pain I never imagined could exist. I felt myself collapsing, falling off a cliff, and I knew with certainty that I would never get up from that fall unscathed.

I tore my whole room apart, even cutting myself when a shard of the mirror sank deep into my chest and my ribs. And the pain wasn’t even relevant—nothing compared to the feeling of having my soul shattered into a thousand pieces.

My blood boiled, scalding my skin through veins that pulsed wildly. The emptiness taking over everything, swallowing me whole, shrinking me until I was reduced to nothing.

That’s what it felt like.

I watched all my plans burn and drift away like ashes in the wind. I watched my little girl being ripped from my arms, unable to do a thing, without even getting to know her.

Why was this happening to me?

What had I done wrong?

I wanted my little baby. I wanted at least the chance to meet her, to hold her in my arms. The chance to look into her little eyes and see my reflection in them while I played with her tiny feet inside those giraffe booties.

Would she look like me? For weeks, I imagined what her features would be, what her personality would be like...

God, it hurt so much.

I wanted to feel her tiny hands on top of mine. I wanted her to call me Daddy. I was dying to find out what her first words would be, what she’d like. I had so many plans, and now the dreams were burning right in front of me.

I wanted to live so many things with my daughter, and now none of that would be possible. The feeling of powerlessness consumed me, mixing with the chaotic turbulence of so many emotions.

I looked at the sharp piece of mirror on the floor and started wondering if dying would hurt less. Maybe then something would start to make sense.

I felt my organs failing, my heart exposed on a table, fragmented before being crushed. I couldn’t understand why I was going through this, or why this suffering had been aimed specifically at me.

How was it possible that I loved a being so much that I never even got the chance to meet? Why was the pain so devastating?

My head ached from all the questions, and the truth was, I didn’t have an answer. And maybe I never would.

In my entire life, I never imagined I could be hurt this badly, and it felt like someone was rubbing salt into all my open wounds, deepening the cuts with a sharp pocketknife.

The oppressive silence of my room was unbearable, every piece of furniture seeming to silently laugh at my suffering. So I kept going. Punching everything in sight, desperate to release my pain and, at the same time, punish myself, because I blamed myself. For getting involved with that woman, for not thinking of a better solution, for not being able to stop her.

Blood spread across my white t-shirt, over my fingers and arms, painting the chaotic scene I’d created. Everything mirrored my broken, destroyed insides.

My head throbbed along with every part of my body, the sting of the cuts starting to grow stronger. Everything spun around me, despair consuming every nerve and fiber.

I sighed when exhaustion hit me like a sledgehammer, and my legs gave out, giving way to a new darkness.

One I knew would be my companion from that day forward.
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CHAPTER 3
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Domenico Perazzo

IT TOOK ME A WHILE to pull myself together after what happened on the way. I’d never seen a baby shoe identical to the one I’d bought all those years ago.

I hated my parents for making me relive all that pain again. A few months back, I’d found out that back when everything happened, they’d been pretending to support me, but they went to Tália and offered her a hefty sum to “take care of the problem.”

And of course that greedy bitch agreed, because that’s all she ever wanted from the start. Initially, she’d only grudgingly agreed to keep the pregnancy because she realized it was what I wanted. It was her way of getting rich, and to be honest, I couldn’t have cared less. I would have made her a millionaire if she’d wanted.

The only problem was that I was an idiot for opening up to my parents, for letting them know she’d do anything for money. If those two hadn’t given that skank an opportunity, Tália would have had the baby, then taken her money and disappeared.

It would have been like a surrogate.

I ran my finger over the fabric of my shirt, feeling one of the scars on my chest. I should have seen it coming back then, when I woke up in the hospital covered in stitches from the cuts I’d made trashing my room.

My parents were there, looking worried. They both said they’d gotten a message from Tália too, and by the time they got to my room, I was unconscious on the floor.

My father put on a fake show of concern, and they both gave me this speech about how everything would be fine, that maybe it was for the best. He emphasized that woman would never be a good mother, that I was young and had my whole life ahead of me.

And when I tried to argue, he just said:

“It wasn’t a real baby, Domenico. It wasn’t a life, just a combination of genetic material. You’ll get married and have real children when the time is right. And for God’s sake, son... You’re a man, don’t start acting like a mother. Well, not that the so-called mother cared much anyway.”

I knew it wasn’t the same as a woman who had a miscarriage or lost a child after birth, but in a way, I’d suffered a loss too. I’d built up expectations that were ripped away from me before I could do anything about it.

I didn’t know if anyone could understand how my heart felt. Seeing my parents‘ reaction, I felt my pain silenced, minimized, and I even felt ashamed. And in that moment, there in the hospital, I decided I wouldn’t talk to anyone about it ever again. I’d deal with my loss alone.

Now I felt so stupid for not seeing the signs. How could someone who thought like that have actually been worried about me and my baby?

As soon as I recovered a little, I looked for Tália. I put detectives on her, but all I got was confirmation of what I already knew.

And over time, I closed myself off. I learned to live a different reality than the one I’d wanted. I never talked about my loss with anyone again. Because the truth is, I knew no one would ever understand what I was feeling.

It was an invisible grief.

I met some people who’d had miscarriages, some with advanced pregnancies, and in those moments, I’d wonder if I really was “overreacting,” making a bigger deal out of everything than I should have. As the years passed, the pain solidified like a dormant stone, but it was still there.

Then I found out about my parents’ involvement, and my world turned upside down again. It was like a knife had scraped the scabs off my wounds, opening them all over again.

After more than ten years, I managed to talk to my brother about everything that had happened (and maybe I’d also drunkenly vented to some random woman I met at a party). Still, it all came crashing back like an avalanche, making the last few months even more chaotic.

The truth is, I didn’t want to have to revisit my past like that. I was used to certain occasional pangs, because I knew I’d never be able to completely forget what had happened, but knowing I’d been deceived by the people I loved in those circumstances destroyed me a little more.

I felt shattered into so many pieces that I doubted I’d ever be able to put myself back together.
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I TOOK ANOTHER DEEP breath as soon as I stepped into the company, determined to push those thoughts away. I greeted people quickly, went to my private bathroom, and stayed there for a few minutes until I was one hundred percent.

I went back to my office and saw that Ícaro had come to meet me. I took a good look at my friend, noticing something different: his brown hair was a bit shorter than usual, and his face, which had always been clean-shaven, now sported some stubble. He gave me a hug, saying thank God I was back and telling me everyone had missed me.

I knew he was telling the truth, because dealing with just my father was a nightmare. I’d always been the one who filtered things, especially his outbursts, since I handled the employees better than he did.

It wasn’t even ten minutes before my longtime friend (and the company’s marketing manager) started babbling about everything that had happened in my absence.

Ícaro Dittz was part of the Golden Circle, but he worked at Petrolio because his family’s businesses were mostly in agribusiness, and that didn’t interest him. Besides, he was the youngest of four brothers, even though he was thirty-five, so the top positions in his family’s ventures were already taken.

Here, he had plenty of freedom and my father’s trust, who was more than satisfied with everything my friend did for the oil company. At dinners, he’d even joke with Ícaro’s father that if he tried to steal him from us, he’d have a big problem.

Ícaro started rambling as soon as we got to my office. He told me that the wife of a friend of ours had hit on him at the last charity auction a few days ago.

“Did I tell you about the department we implemented? The ESG one?” he changed the subject as my secretary walked into the room, all smiles, bringing my coffee.

“Thank you, Pam.”

“You’re welcome, Mr. Domenico.” She paused, opening and closing her mouth as if gathering the courage to say something. “I just wanted to say that I’m really happy you’re back.”

The poor thing had panicked when she found out I wouldn’t be coming back to the company, but I’d asked Ícaro to give her some tasks because I knew she had a young son and I didn’t want to risk my father throwing her out on the street.

“I’m glad to be back. Thank you.”

She left the room, and I immediately turned my attention back to Ícaro, letting out a laugh.

“ESG department? The three little magic words on everyone’s lips... My brother really got into your head, didn’t he?”

Dante had a law degree, and as soon as he finished college, he decided he didn’t want anything to do with our company. At first, me and my parents thought it might be a case of late rebellion at the ripe age of twenty-eight. Turns out my brother started questioning everything inside the Golden Circle, and nothing could convince me that Maria Manuela Guerra hadn’t gotten into his head back when they studied together.

So, instead of pursuing a career running the oil company with me, the son of a bitch defected to Environmental Law, and now his wife wasn’t the only thorn in our side—my own flesh and blood was doing a damn good job of it too.

The only thing that made me have less of a grudge against that eco-nag was the fact that she’d produced the most beautiful thing in the world: my niece.

“We’d already talked about it, and in the last few months I’ve been more insistent with your father,” Ícaro said, laughing. “We had a fucked-up problem with the last oil spill, and we couldn’t put it off any longer. I’ll admit your father couldn’t give less of a shit about the environment, so I focused more on the impacts this department would have on the stock market.”

“You did the right thing; I’d have gone the same way.”

I knew my family’s oil company didn’t have a good image. We’d had some serious problems lately and needed to hold some meetings to figure out how to suppress them.

It was a tough industry to deal with, and we played a fundamental role in the energy sector, supporting countless needs of the population. Demand was growing uncontrollably, and our company had a vital role, contributing to global economic development.

My father never cared much about environmental challenges, and I’d always been the one to suggest implementing technology practices to minimize impacts, but dealing with Genaro Perazzo was a royal pain in the ass.

I was fully aware that things would change a lot when I was in his place, but before that happened, I needed to prove I could handle everything on my own. I never thought going head-to-head with my father would be very successful, so I had my own ways of changing his mind.

At a snail’s pace, but that was fine.

I wasn’t obsessed with this whole “saving the environment” thing, but I wasn’t a clueless idiot either. I’d always been open to constructive dialogue for better solutions, especially since I was fully aware of our company’s environmental responsibility to the planet.

“I still have my doubts, like I laid out at that meeting,” I continued. “I still don’t know if they’ll buy this act that we’re conscious.”

“Things are changing, Dom. Our reputation is in the gutter, and more and more people are watching companies and how they impact the world around us; you know that.”

Yeah, I knew that well. ESG was tied to a universe of investments, balancing the environmental, social, and governance pillars within business management. It was a pretty new concept that was growing a lot, especially abroad, and the current market valued it immensely.

“Well, at least it’ll get that ‘eco-nag’ off our backs a bit. Every time we’ve met, she’s talked about it nonstop, and she even had the audacity to say she’d pay for a course for me if I wanted! Her!” I said, still perplexed remembering that day. “Manuela is a piece of work.”

“I still can’t believe Dan managed to get with her and that she became one of our headaches.”

“Don’t even talk to me about it. Anyway, I’m trying to avoid confrontations with my brother. I know a department like this will be good for our image, honestly, but I still have a lot of concerns.”

“I share your concerns, Dom, but it’s something we need to pay more attention to now. Everyone is breathing down our necks, and I’m not just talking about your sister-in-law.” He laughed, and I grimaced at the title he’d used for my brother’s wife. “The situation is uglier than you think. We hired a firm to manage this whole ESG side, and the partner has been here running things for about four weeks. I’ll introduce you in a bit.”

I raised my eyebrows, surprised.

“We hired them? Who? My father?”

If he’d been the one responsible, I was sure she’d be a lunatic.

“Relax, it’s one of the pioneering firms here in Brazil, and it was a recommendation from a colleague. The manager in charge is very smart and more than qualified. She has a degree in Business Administration and the best courses in the field, both in Brazil and abroad.”

“I hope she’s not a disappointment like that idiot you hired last year,” I remembered, letting out a laugh just to mess with him, and he flipped me the bird.

“Don’t fuck with me, Dom! I have a meeting with my team in a bit; I’ll come back later to introduce you to Clara.”

“Okay.”

Ícaro stood up, straightened his suit, and walked toward the door, but just before closing it, he poked his head back into my office.

“Going out for a drink later with the guys?”

“Yeah, I’ll let the group know.”

I leaned my head back against my red leather chair and surveyed my office. It had been a while since I’d been in here, but everything was exactly where I’d left it. I swiveled, looking at the bookshelf, and broke into an involuntary smile when I saw the picture frame with Gigi’s photo.

Fuck, babies grew up way too fast. Now I needed to update the photos, and I had an endless supply of them.

I picked up the phone and called my secretary.

“Pam, can you go to the mall and buy two picture frames and have some new photos printed, please?”

“Of course, I’ll do it after lunch.”

As soon as I hung up, I started selecting the images to send to Pamela and ended up getting lost in the vast collection of photos I had of my niece. She was simply the most beautiful kid in the universe.

My cell phone rang, pulling me out of my procrastination and reminding me that I had a mountain of emails to check. To everyone at the company, I’d said I’d taken some time off for vacation, and I’d ended up taking a course in the States.

I spent the rest of the morning focused on getting up to speed on everything, and just before one o’clock, Ícaro walked into my office again, but this time, he wasn’t alone.

My attention was immediately captured by the woman who came through the door. She looked to be around twenty-seven or twenty-eight and wasn’t very tall, even though she was standing on a decent pair of heels.

Her eyes, behind large glasses, were green and contrasted perfectly with her long blonde hair, pulled back in a high ponytail. Every feature of her face seemed sculpted: the slightly upturned nose, the full lips, everything in perfect symmetry.

And fuck, that woman had a body that took your breath away, wearing a navy-blue dress that accentuated every curve... But it was when she smiled, showing perfectly aligned teeth, that I got hypnotized.

In an instant, the whole room lit up, and my office became even more beautiful with her presence.

Ícaro placed a hand on her back, guiding her to my desk, and I shot up, straightening my suit and clearing my throat.

“This is Clara Leandra Caiano,” he introduced her. “Our ESG manager and partner at Nexus Consult.”

Holy shit, was that woman really working here? Was I sure she wasn’t a model hired for a photo shoot?

My gaze automatically dropped to her fingers, looking for a wedding ring. And it was a relief to see she wasn’t married.

Fuck, Domenico! No!

She was an employee, and I hated getting involved with employees.

Damn it, but I was crazy for blondes!

“Good morning, Mr. Domenico,” she said pleasantly, taking a few more steps forward and extending her hand toward mine.

“Good morning. Please, just call me Domenico,” I said, shaking her hand and letting go quickly, ignoring the jolt when our fingers touched. “It’s a pleasure, Clara.”

“Yes, ‘Mr. Domenico’ makes this grumpy bastard look even older than he is,” Ícaro joked.

“I’m younger than you, but maybe your age is starting to show, because it seems like you’re having memory problems,” I replied sarcastically, arching one eyebrow.

The blonde smiled, amused.

“Well, so you’re the one who’s going to try to polish up the company’s image a bit,” I said, settling back into my chair as I spun my Montblanc between my fingers.

“Absolutely,” she replied, flashing another smile. “My mission is to position Petrolio as a benchmark in ESG.”

“Icarus was bringing me up to speed on a few things... We’d talked about it a few times, especially after my brother started working in Environmental Law.”

I shot a knowing look at my friend, who’d already caught my bored tone, and he pressed his lips together, fighting back a laugh.

“We’re working as hard as we can to improve the company’s reputation, especially after the last oil spill incident. Plus, I’m confident we’ll deliver strong financial results. As I mentioned to Mr. Genaro, there are studies projecting a growth rate of over 15% for the equity fund in the coming years, with estimates around $20 trillion. People want to invest in companies with solid sustainability practices and good corporate governance, and I’m here to make sure you stand out even more,” she said, sounding genuinely excited.

Shit. Fucking hell. On top of being gorgeous, she was smart.

And she was going to make me even more money. Unlike my goddamn sister-in-law, who did nothing but bleed me dry.

“Great, glad to have you on the team,” I said, keeping it as professional as possible.

No. I was not getting involved with another employee—even if she wasn’t technically one, just a contractor. Too much goddamn headache.

I’d already had enough with Luana from Compliance, the one I decided to fuck after she kept pushing, and now every time she looks at me, she seems about to cry. Another one who fell in love, even though I made it crystal clear I’d never get involved—it was just casual sex.

It was always the same story, and most of the time it ended with someone getting fired, even when I told them not to. I wasn’t about to add to that list, no matter how bored I got.

Amanda was enough.

And Letícia.

And Isabelle.

Oh, and Laís.

That’s it.

I’d decided that before, but I was weak and made an exception for Luana. Fuck, though, how could I not? She was the spitting image of that witch from the old TV show, my teenage crush. I kind of owed it to younger Domenico!

I thought with my dick, and the result was the same as with all the others, so I was sticking to the ones I already knew weren’t a problem.

Never again. No new female employees. No stress. No matter how hot this woman was, my cock wasn’t getting anywhere near her pussy.
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CHAPTER 4
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Clara Leandra Caiano

HELL. I KNEW HE WAS handsome—I’d seen dozens of photos of the man, after all—but seeing him in person...

Sure, I’d only watched him from a distance, but Domenico Perazzo was like a monument. And not just because he was tall and built; the whole package looked like a work of art. A living sculpture, about six-foot-three.

The intense gaze inside those hazel-green irises, the dark blond hair and impeccably trimmed beard—he drew a lot of attention. On top of all that, the Petrolio heir gave off this different aura, kind of closed-off and mysterious, which made him even more “interesting.”

No wonder every woman in the company common areas gossiped about him. Always sighing and lamenting how much they missed him in the building—the eye candy for their tired eyes. And today, obviously, that was all anyone talked about; it literally seemed like no one had any work to do.

“I saw him in the lobby!” I heard one of the women whisper from the bathroom stall. “I thought it was kind of symbolic, him showing up right after Ash Wednesday.”

“Like a phoenix!” They both giggled, and then I heard a sigh. “There’s no way Dom gets more gorgeous every day... It’s kind of unfair, actually.”

“Right? Speaking of which, girl, someone needs to give Luana a heads-up.”

“What happened?”

“Juju heard she requested a meeting with him alone, but Babi found out Pam said his schedule was full. I think Dom is avoiding Luana.”

“The guy just got back after months away! And we were on break, for God’s sake! Of course he’s busy... Besides, I don’t believe those rumors that they’ve already hooked up.”

“Give me a break, girl!” The door opened, and her voice faded as the two left the bathroom.

I stepped out of the stall, rolling my eyes. As soon as I turned on the faucet, water sprayed everywhere, soaking part of my dress. I took a breath, trying to contain my irritation—I always forgot that piece of shit had to be opened slowly.

I went to the hand dryer and stood on tiptoe, trying to dry the damp spot on my clothes. This was definitely not my day. We were only halfway through, and I’d already tripped on the stairs, knocked over one of my employees’ potted plants, and now this!

Okay, I’ll admit I’m a little clumsy (barely), but I knew the fact that Petrolio’s eldest heir had come back to the company had thrown me off, just slightly. His presence was definitely the cause of those incidents.

Now that Genaro Perazzo was on leave, he was the one I’d have to deal with. And I needed to keep my job more than anything—my family was counting on me.

“What happened, dear?” Solange, the cleaning lady, asked as she came through the door, concern on her face when she saw my state.

“Nothing, it’s nothing serious, Dona Solange,” I reassured her, feeling my face flush at being caught in such a humiliating situation.

Did she think I’d peed myself or something?

“I opened the faucet too fast, that’s all,” I explained, making it clear that was the problem.

“I already told maintenance the other day, after you mentioned it to me.”

“Speaking of which, how was your date?” I asked, laughing, remembering that last week I’d run into the little old lady in the bathroom all dolled up, and she’d told me she was going out with “Seu José,” the building’s doorman.

“Oh, girl, it was so nice!” she said, a little dreamy, and I smiled. “We went to a forró dance in Lapa and danced a lot.”

I raised my eyebrows, surprised. I had no idea that shy little lady was the type to go to parties and dance forró, let alone in Lapa.

“And did the lipstick work its magic?” I teased, laughing, and she looked a little embarrassed. “Seu José liked it, didn’t he, Dona Solange?”

“He said I looked beautiful,” she told me, fluffing her hair a bit. “Thank you for giving it to me.”

“Of course! It looked great on you. Well, I’ve got to go—I have a meeting soon.”

“Go with God!”

I left the bathroom, pressing my lips together to keep from laughing. I wasn’t a big fan of the people who worked at Petrolio, to be honest, but I adored Dona Solange.

In just one month, I’d noticed how competitive the employees were, and I got the impression that a lot of them only looked out for themselves, that they didn’t give a damn about anyone else around them.

Maybe it wasn’t their fault, just the lousy management.

I walked toward my desk, but before I could get there, my phone rang. Ícaro asked me to meet him in front of Domenico Perazzo’s office.

Our meeting was brief, and I made a point of showing my utmost professionalism and how excited I was about the job. Yes, I would even say I loved every single person in that company if I had to.

I would say whatever that man wanted to hear.

It bordered on ridiculous just how handsome Domenico was, especially up close. And he spoke in such an imposing, suggestive way that I had to force myself to push aside intrusive thoughts. I couldn’t start imagining that voice of his giving me orders in bed would be fucking hot as hell, goddammit.

To complete my torment, I’d always had a thing for older men. Guys my age, twenty-one, were immature and often idiots.

To be honest, I had zero patience for them—never had.

So, I would ignore the fact that that man was hot as sin and remind myself he was an asshole. And I started right after I left his office, repeating to myself that I would never, ever fall into the temptation of spreading my legs for him.

I wasn’t going to jeopardize my job. Domenico Perazzo would not be a distraction!
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I STOPPED BY THE HOSPITAL, and before entering the room, I checked to see if my father was there. He wasn’t. I sent him a message, and he said we could have dinner the next day because he was exhausted from accompanying my mother’s chemotherapy session.

She had been diagnosed with cancer three years ago, on December twenty-fourth. She was really weak at first, but after a lot of treatment, she went into remission.

But at the end of last year, the disease came back, more aggressive this time. We also got the news near Christmas, and now we were doing everything we could to keep her stable, even though the doctors weren’t giving us much hope.

I opened the door slowly. The air in that impersonal room was as heavy as always. The sound of the monitors echoing through the space, the sterile hospital smell invading my nostrils, threatening to make me sick. I took a few more steps, finally catching a whiff of her perfume, relief spreading through my veins and bringing me the smallest bit of comfort.

I watched my mother lying in bed, so thin and frail. The lines on her face were more visible now, showing every difficult step of this journey. She had always been a vain woman, concerned about her appearance, and it hurt me so much to see her like this.

“My love,” she whispered in a weak voice as soon as she noticed me, and I bit the inside of my cheek, trying to keep my composure.

I held her hand as I got closer, choking back all my feelings.

“Hi, Mom. Just rest—I know you’re more tired today,” I said, and she nodded, her eyelids heavy with exhaustion.

I talked to her a little, telling her trivial things about my day, like I always did. It was hard not to break down every time I walked into that room, because I hated seeing her laid up in that bed. I tried to be strong, not to let any negative emotion show through, but it took a supernatural effort.

Sometimes, I was sure I couldn’t handle it. And it was hard not being able to share that burden with anyone else, because we’d decided not to tell the family what was happening yet.

I left there, went to the gym determined to crush my workout for the day, but I only stayed a little while before giving up and heading back to my flat. All I wanted was to spend my night drinking wine, eating pizza, and watching The Nightmare Before Christmas.

That was my happy place, since I was a kid, since I found a DVD of the movie lying around the house. I’d always been obsessed with everything Halloween and Christmas related, but it had been a while since the colors red and white meant the same thing to me. Not after the news we’d gotten.

Our Christmases were never the same again. No matter how much my mother loved decorating our house, there was that weight hanging in the air. The fear, the dread, and everything that came with that goddamn disease.

Generally, horror movies distracted me and killed my stress, but there was something about Jack and Sally’s story in particular that hooked me, and I wasn’t sure if it was the nostalgia, the duality of the holidays I’d always loved, or the whole dark aesthetic of the universe.

As soon as I finished eating, I grabbed my needles and went back to working on the little octopus amigurumi I was making. I needed to take the toys to the cancer hospital in the next few weeks, and I still had a few pieces to finish.

I learned to crochet with my mother when the disease first appeared, and it became our thing. Making those little creatures was another one of my distractions, and afterward, I’d gather them all and donate them to the hospital because I knew that something small could make a difference in those kids’ lives.

Unfortunately, I knew that all too well.
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CHAPTER 5
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Domenico Perazzo

THANK GOD I WENT BACK to the company on a Thursday after the holiday break, because even just those two days had drained me down to the bone. I was never the type to take too many vacations—Genaro Perazzo always made it clear that our legacy was the oil company, and for years, I valued that.

As much as I hated that man, I loved that company. After all, I’d dedicated practically my whole life to it. Since I was a kid, I knew I’d take his place (I just hoped my brother would be by my side). So there was no way I could just shut it all out, ignore my career and everything that came with it, because of my son of a bitch father.

I spent thirty-two years with a purpose, carving out my path, knowing exactly what my future would look like, always aiming for the best interests of my family. Now, after finding out what my parents had done, none of it made sense anymore—but still, the thought of changing course felt desperate.

They ignored what I wanted, steamrolled right over me, and lied just so our precious “bloodline” wouldn’t be tainted. Our name came before anything, even a life—one I’d wanted, one I’d loved.

The legacy they left me was stained with blood. That was the truth.

I let out a sigh as I stared at my brother’s front door, hearing kids laughing inside. It was his birthday, and I was not at all excited to interact with people—especially since Dante had mentioned he went a little overboard with the guest list.

I rang the bell, and he opened the door with a huge smile on his face. I hugged him.

“Happy birthday, Dan!”

“Thanks! What took you so long, asshole?” he asked, stepping aside so I could come in.

“Sorry, I just didn’t wanna come,” I joked, making him burst out laughing.

“You weren’t this antisocial before...”

“And you weren’t this social. Why’d you have to invite so many people?”

“I’ve always been social!” Dante rolled his eyes. “Like I said, I got a little carried away...”

“Where’s my niece? I have a present for her.”

“It’s my birthday!” he reminded me, genuinely offended.

“I had a tree planted in your name,” I said, dripping with sarcasm, and my brother shot daggers at me. “Aren’t you Mr. Environment now, for fuck’s sake? I thought you’d be happy.”

“Go fuck yourself, Dom.” I laughed and handed him the wrapped gift. “Now that’s more like it! Thanks, brother.”

“You can exchange it later if you don’t like it.”

“Holy shit, this is awesome!” he said, checking it out and putting it on his wrist. “I saw this watch at the store last week, but Gio started crying, so we left the mall.”

“Look who’s here!” Antonio, Manuela’s cousin, came through the door leading to the garden and walked over to us. “My brother-in-law!”

I laughed, greeting him. He always called me that because of this inside joke that Dante was his husband, thanks to some game they’d played once.

“Dante, that friend of yours is hilarious,” he said, laughing.

“Which one?” my brother asked.

“The capybara hater.”

Thank God Marco had already arrived.

“Holy shit, I gotta hit the bathroom, almost pissed myself out there,” he announced, stepping away, then turning back. “Oh, your wife’s bragging about you getting rid of your jet.”

“Stop, that’s a sensitive topic,” my brother said, hanging his head.

“Well, I could feel the pollution coming,” Maria Manuela said when she saw me, letting out an annoyed sigh and walking into my brother’s arms.

“Maybe it’s you... Who knows, maybe we’ll have another little polluter in the family soon?” I teased, nodding toward her belly. “Where’s my future replacement?”

“There’s no way my daughter’s going to work for your company!”

“Speaking of which, how was going back to Petrolio?” my brother asked, ignoring our digs.

“We’ve got a new manager for the ESG department,” I said, and they both widened their eyes, surprised.

“You’re actually gonna...” Maria Manuela opened and closed her mouth. “Seriously?”

“Can we talk about this later?”

“Seriously? The one time I actually feel some ‘pleasure’—” she made air quotes “—having a conversation with you, and you change the subject?”

“I want to see my niece, goddammit!” I announced, heading toward the back of the house.

As soon as Giovanna saw me, she let out a little squeal and started sprinting toward me, not even looking where she was going. I broke into a huge smile because there was no way to stay serious around that kid.

So damn cute.

“Easy, baby!” Marco laughed, startled when she ran between his legs and tripped.

My friend crouched down, worried, but I picked her up off the ground before he could. Gigi didn’t give a damn about the fall and immediately wrapped her little arms around my neck.

“Hey, my love!” I said, laughing, and got a kiss without even asking for one.

I pinched her cheek, unable to help myself.

“Ninico! Bey?”

She’d stopped calling me DomDom and mostly called me Ninico or Tiícho now, which meant “uncle.”

“Yeah, Gigi. And you? You gotta slow down, you almost knocked over Uncle Marco,” I said, greeting my friend and his wife.

“Sowwy,” she said, pouting.

“It’s okay, Gio, I was in the way.”

“Were you excited to see your uncle, Gio?” Alice Rossi, my friend’s wife, asked her.

“Yep!”

We all laughed. A few seconds later, she started rambling a mile a minute, and I couldn’t understand a word anymore—just nodded and pretended everything coming out of her mouth made perfect sense.

I looked at the two of them, laughing at all the chatter, and Marco pulled his wife closer, hugging her and sliding his hand over her already prominent belly.

“Uncle brought you a present,” I said, handing her the box wrapped in gift paper, and my niece started screaming with excitement.

I crouched down on the floor with her to help open it, and Giovanna absolutely lost her mind over the little bird that flapped its wings. She ran off with it in her hand to Lucca, her best friend.

“Nice one!” Marco said, taking a sip from his cup. “Way better than that hideous thing Dante gave her. I even bought some little toys, but every time I see Giovanna, she’s clinging to that demon.”

“Get over it, Marco!” My brother appeared behind him, laughing and hanging off his shoulders.

“You okay, Alice? ‘Cause dealing with a pregnancy is exhausting enough, but being married to Marco...”

“Go fuck yourself, Dom!” Marco grumbled, rolling his eyes, and we all burst out laughing.

“Don’t even get me started—he freaks out every time I threaten to go to the lab just to check my analyses,” she said.

“The lab has too many dangers,” he replied, as if it were obvious, then nudged me to agree.

“Totally. A test tube has a terrifying level of danger,” I said, dripping with sarcasm.

“Yeah, especially if they’re empty—could cause a nullity chain reaction,” Alice finished, and I think it was supposed to be a joke, but we all twisted our faces at the same time with a weak laugh.

“Such a nerd!” My friend laughed, pulling her even tighter against him and kissing the top of her head.

“Oh, come on, that was funny,” she lamented.

“It was, babe. They’re just too dumb to get it.”

“Speaking of labs...” I started, and my friend laughed.

“Go on, Dom...” he encouraged, and my expression went flat. “Complain about some medication.”

“I wouldn’t have to complain if your new formula wasn’t worse than the old one,” I muttered, rolling my eyes.

“You prefer the old one?” Alice Rossi asked, very interested. “Really? Could you list some reasons why?”

“I could list a lot of reasons.”

“Oh my God, amazing!” she exclaimed, looking way too excited, and my friend took a deep breath, shooting daggers at me. “We could set up a meeting to talk about it, if you want.”

She started rambling a bit more until Marco calmed her down. In less than five minutes, she spat out so much chemistry info that I felt dizzy, and in the end, I somehow agreed to join a research group about the medication.

Maria Manuela showed up a little later, and the pregnancy talk got even more intense. Apparently, she and Alice were only a few weeks apart in their pregnancies and saw the same doctor, because they wouldn’t stop singing the woman’s praises.

Then the subject of ultrasounds came up. I felt my blood run cold, the air growing thinner until I was disoriented. The triggers pulling me into a past I didn’t want to revisit.

Fuck!

I didn’t want to have a panic attack in the middle of all those people.

I cleared my throat and said I needed to use the bathroom. I went inside, headed for the fridge, grabbed a glass of water, and took a Rivotril from my wallet.

The panic attacks started a little after I discovered the truth. Of course, I saw a few doctors because I thought I was going to die of a heart attack at the ripe age of thirty-two.

I didn’t get them all the time, but the psychiatrist had prescribed an “S.O.S.” for cases when I couldn’t control the attack with breathing exercises. The gym and swimming helped relieve the stress and anxiety, but putting ice in my bathtub and sitting in it for a few minutes was what worked best.

Even though I fought it, it hurt to hear people say things like “I heard his little heartbeat” or “he’s growing so much.” And it had nothing to do with anyone specifically or with the babies—honestly, I was really happy about having a new nephew and about my friend Marco becoming a dad.

But there was something, though. An uncomfortable feeling that dragged me into a flood of intrusive thoughts. It was impossible not to ask myself: “Why couldn’t I hear my baby’s heartbeat? Why didn’t that happen to me too?”

That endless stream of questions circled me, squeezing my brain until I felt lost. I wasn’t jealous—I didn’t want to be in my brother’s place or anything like that. I just wanted the chance to have lived my own experience.

The one that was ripped away from me.

Still, it was strange, and I hated myself for it. It made me feel like absolute shit because it was involuntary. I shouldn’t let those questions burrow into my mind, but it was almost impossible to filter them out.

My happiness for everything my brother was going through was real. And it definitely outweighed my pain, but I couldn’t shake that lingering shred of indignation that never left me. Those topics just brought my wounds to the surface, the memories, and everything else.

Right before everything fell apart, I was set on getting married. Meeting Giovanna had awakened my desire to be a father again, and I felt like I was truly ready. For years, I buried that deep inside me, putting it off as long as possible because everything I’d been through was too painful.

I wasn’t the kind of guy who fell in love. Not anymore.

Over the years, I came to the conclusion that I’d let myself get carried away—that if I’d had the upper hand with Tália, I’d never have gotten involved.

Let’s be honest, it was simple. It wasn’t hard to keep people at a distance and just have casual hookups. And I knew that when I got married, it would be no different—I didn’t intend to have a real wife. We’d both fulfill our obligations and live independent lives.

Like a contract. After all, marriage was nothing more than that.

Except now I couldn’t think about getting back into that society after what had happened. For better or worse, it would be fulfilling my father’s wishes, because if I got married, if I kept that up, I’d be confirming that everything he did was worth it.

I also didn’t trust anyone outside the Golden Circle to give me an heir.

Fucking hell!

Yeah, maybe this whole fatherhood thing really wasn’t for me. Maybe my brother’s kids were the closest I’d ever get to having a family.

I needed to figure out a way to be okay with that... Or accept that to have something I wanted so badly, I’d have to put my pride aside.

I came back from the bathroom and greeted the rest of the people at the party since I hadn’t done that—I’d stopped at the first group as soon as I arrived.

I ended up spending some time talking to Antonio and that slightly crazy friend of Manuela’s named Lavanda.

Guilherme showed up soon after. The “almost brother” of the eco-brat had become Dante’s new best friend, and the two were inseparable. He was married to Julia Lacerda, the daughter of one of my family’s “mortal enemies,” and at first, I thought it would be a huge problem, but thank God it wasn’t.
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