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CHAPTER 1
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Valentina

I OPENED THE DOOR TO the nearly three-thousand-square-foot apartment I shared with Breno and found Marta in the middle of the living room, watching an interview on TV. She startled when she saw me arrive so suddenly and stood up quickly, smoothing her hands over the lower half of her uniform where it had gotten wrinkled.

“Sorry, ma’am. I got a little distracted,” she said.

After four years of living in that house with my boyfriend, I still hadn’t gotten used to being called “ma’am,” especially since I’d just turned twenty-six. I glanced at the television and made a face, which drew a laugh from Marta.

“I’d forgive you if you were watching anything else, but this?” I pursed my lips.

“You can say whatever you want about him, but that man”—she pointed a finger at the image on the screen—“is a knockout!”

“Alexander Monteiro is nothing but an arrogant man,” I declared. She walked over to me, almost bouncing on her toes.

“Is his voice really that deep? And are his eyes as dark as they look?” she whispered, as if sharing a secret.

“I never really noticed. We’ve only met a few times at events I attended with Breno.”

“Then how can you possibly dislike Alexander Monteiro?”

“I never said I disliked him.” Marta looked at me with disbelief. “Okay, fine, maybe I said it.”

She leaned forward, laughing, and I joined her.

“I don’t know why, but I just can’t bring myself to like him. I thought it was just a mistaken impression from the media images, but when I saw him in person... he seemed even more full of himself. He’s the type who looks at everyone around him like he’s on a whole other plane of existence.”

“He’s six-foot-three, so he probably is above everyone,” she joked.

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I wouldn’t mind getting a look from him.” She smiled.

“Have you ever seen him with the same woman twice? He’s definitely the type who treats women as disposable.”

“He’s single and doesn’t have time for relationships, only for work. He says so openly whenever they manage to get an interview with him. Mr. Alexander Monteiro’s priority has always been the businesses he runs.”

“Are you really going to defend him?”

“There’s nothing wrong with enjoying the single life. Not everyone dreams of getting married and having kids like you do, ma’am. I love being single.” Marta was a woman in her early forties, childless, and after her divorce three years ago, she wanted nothing to do with another commitment. It seemed to be a choice she’d made with a smile.

I wasn’t like Marta. As she’d just reminded me, I wanted to get married, have children... build my own family. For my entire life, for my first twenty years, it was just me and my grandmother living on the coast, in the town of Riviera Azul. We didn’t live in the center, where the rich had their mansions or stayed at the luxurious seaside hotel; we actually lived a few kilometers away, in a fishing village. If I closed my eyes and breathed slowly, I could still feel the breeze blowing in from the sea...

When my grandmother passed, she took a piece of my heart with her. She was the only family I had; my parents died when I was very young, and I barely remembered them. My grandmother had been my family, so I couldn’t bring myself to keep living in the village after she was gone.

So I went to the capital, São Paulo. I had just graduated with a degree in education, and I looked for jobs at a few schools, but with the delay in finding a position, I sought other opportunities to help pay the bills. That’s how I became a waitress at a fancy restaurant, and in my third month working there, I met Breno.

Our relationship progressed very quickly, and after a month together, he suggested I move into his apartment. I was afraid to accept, but his companionship was good for me. Shortly after I moved into his apartment, I was let go from my job. They claimed I didn’t have the employee profile they were looking for. I thought it was strange; I’d never received any complaints, been late, or missed a day of work. I lamented the situation to Breno, and he supported me, encouraging me to stay home for a while, to study, get a postgraduate degree, and that’s what I did.

“Ma’am, ma’am,” Marta called to me. “Are you alright?”

“Yes. Sorry, I was just remembering some things.”

“I’ll get you a glass of water.”

Marta left the room; the interview on TV had ended. It was still morning, and the sun reflected through the immense transparent windows onto the middle of the beige rug that stretched in front of the enormous sofa.

“Thank you,” I said, accepting the glass of cool water.

I slipped my purse off my shoulder and placed it on the coffee table. I handed the empty glass back to Marta and, sitting on the sofa, began to take off my high-heeled sandals.

“So, you’re not having lunch at home today? I don’t need to make lunch?”

“Just make something for yourself. Breno and I are having lunch at Altitudine.”

“Isn’t that where you worked when you two met?”

“Yes.” I left the sandals beside the sofa, which was the same color as the rug. “It’s been years since we’ve been back to that restaurant.”

I didn’t particularly care for the luxury restaurants, expensive trips, and galas, but that was Breno’s life, and I, as his girlfriend and partner, supported him.

“So, today could be the day. He’s finally going to propose,” Marta celebrated.

My heart sped up a little; I didn’t hide that I was anxious for it. Breno had taken care of me since we started living together; I’d never had to worry about money, but I wanted to get married and start our family. He knew that. It was important to me.

“Get up from there, ma’am. Go take a shower, put on a dress that will knock Mr. Breno off his feet and make him regret every last second of taking four years to ask you to marry him.”

“Do you think so, Marta? I don’t know if Breno is finally going to propose, and I don’t want to get my hopes up. To be honest, Breno has been very distant lately.”

“It’s because of work. He’s already told you that,” Marta defended.

“Once,” she came closer to the sofa, “a friend of mine wanted to get married, but her boyfriend couldn’t make up his mind. She stopped taking the pill, the baby came, and they rushed to get married.”

“I don’t take the pill. Breno only trusts condoms. He’s terrified of us having kids right now. He’s made it clear that after we’re married, we can have as many children as I want.”

“Believe me, ma’am. The proposal is happening today! I can feel it! Why else would he choose the very restaurant where you met?”

I didn’t want to get excited, but I already was. It would be a perfect proposal. The phrase “yes, I will” was already echoing in my mind. Marta was right, I shouldn’t worry about Breno’s distance; he’d been working too much, we were fine.

I stood up from the sofa quickly, feeling excited. I grabbed my sandals and my purse, smiled, and said goodbye to Marta. I walked with long strides across the white porcelain tile floor toward our bedroom. Finally, I was going to be proposed to and would start my family. This would be one of the days that would mark me for the rest of my life.
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Alexander

THE ALTITUDINE WAS my favorite restaurant in the city. During the day, it was a spectacle in itself, with the city stretching out endlessly beyond the glass windows, revealing São Paulo in all its dynamism: streets in constant motion, monumental buildings, and a glimpse of green from a park amidst the concrete. From up high, everything seemed smaller, as if time slowed down inside that refuge. Perhaps that was why I liked the place so much, perched atop one of the city’s tallest buildings.

I wasn’t expecting, nor did I desire, company. I’d just finished an interview not far from there about sustainable development in construction and was looking to have lunch before returning to my company’s headquarters. It was a surprise to find the daughter of one of our biggest clients at the reception desk, pleading for a table.

When Chloe saw me, she smiled and asked me to let her join me. We weren’t friends, not exactly. We’d slept together once, before I knew who her father was. I didn’t mix business and women, and that clearly included my clients‘ daughters.

As the maître d’ welcomed us, another person approached the reception counter. She had brown hair loose in waves and wore a long dress with a slit up the back that ended at her hip. The pale pink fabric had a soft sheen that seemed to respond to her body’s slightest movement.

Her voice was sweet and gentle; even with her back to me, I could imagine her smile from the tone she used to speak to the hostess. She informed the woman behind the counter that she had a reservation under her boyfriend’s name: Breno Vilar. I knew him, and I didn’t like him. His girlfriend, however, was a vision. A beautiful young woman who could make any man lose his way.

When Valentina—that was her name—turned in my direction, her smile vanished immediately. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen her react that way upon seeing me, but I didn’t care. I stepped away from Chloe and the maître d‘, stopping beside her.

“Trouble getting a table, miss? You can join us,” I suggested, even though I’d heard she had a reservation under her boyfriend’s name.

“Thank you, sir, but I must decline. My boyfriend made a reservation.”

“I’m Alexander Monteiro, but you can just call me Alexander. ’Sir‘ is unnecessary.”

“I insist on calling you sir. It’s a matter of respect for one’s elders.”

I let out a laugh that was louder than it should have been.

“How old do you think I am, miss?”

“I don’t know...” She furrowed her brow as if thinking it over. “Sixty?” Her expression betrayed no hint of humor. But I was certain that, despite her serious face, she didn’t actually believe what she’d just said. I was forty-two and in very good shape for my age.

“Alexander, darling?” Chloe called to me. “Shall we?”

I leaned in, and my breath brushed against her delicate face, yet Valentina remained completely unaltered.

“I’m forty-two, and I’d bet you already knew that, Valentina,” I whispered into her ear. Her eyes widened for an instant, but then her neutral expression reclaimed her.

I straightened up, holding her intense gaze with mine. Her beautiful honey-colored eyes shone under the soft light, and for a moment, everything around us seemed to disappear. The world fell silent, as if only she existed, only us.

“Your companion is waiting. Enjoy your meal, sir,” said Valentina, bringing me back to reality.

I smiled and walked over to Chloe, who was waiting for me beside the maître d’. I resisted the urge to look back and search for Valentina.

We were immediately escorted to the exclusive client area on the rooftop terrace. After we placed our orders, Chloe began talking nonstop about the last trip she’d taken with her friends. I think they’d gone to Greece; I couldn’t pay much attention to what she was saying, and I listened even less when one of the tables across the way was occupied by Valentina.

She was smiling again, and this time her sweet smile was directed at the waiter she was chatting with animatedly. Valentina seemed to be kind to everyone except me. I didn’t recall ever treating her poorly. On the few other occasions I’d seen her, she was always with Breno, and so I’d never spoken to her directly.

Whatever it was, she seemed to have her reasons for disliking me. Maybe she’d taken her boyfriend’s side. The previous year, I’d closed major deals with two of the biggest clients of Vilar Enterprises, of which Breno was the heir and current CEO. It hadn’t been an underhanded deal, far from it; his clients had come to us seeking sustainable projects, a concern we’d always had at Monteiro Engineering.

Our meal was served, yet I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Valentina. She took a sip of wine every time she glanced at the cell phone screen on the table.

“What are you staring at...?” Chloe’s words trailed off as she spotted Valentina. “She’s pretty. They say she’s going to marry the Vilar heir soon.”

“I didn’t know they were engaged,” I said.

“Not yet, but it’s only a matter of time.”

There was no reason for me to feel any discomfort at that news, and yet, knowing Valentina would soon be Breno Vilar’s wife left a bitter taste that spread quickly through my mouth.

“But speaking of us...” Chloe turned her gaze back to me.

“Us?” I repeated, not understanding.

“Yes. Us.” She pointed at me and then at herself. “We haven’t had the chance to go out again, to have a... date. I think we should correct that mistake.”

“That’s not going to happen, Chloe. We wouldn’t even be having lunch together if you hadn’t been nearly shouting at reception that you needed a table.”

“Why do you say that? We got along so well that night we spent together!” Her calm was beginning to dissipate.

“It was a great night, but that’s all it was,” I said in a neutral tone.

“You can’t be so cold, Alexander. You can’t sleep with me and then just dismiss me.”

“I recall warning you it wouldn’t be repeated before I walked you to your apartment.”

“And then running off right after sex,” she finished.

“I didn’t run off. I said goodbye to you and left.” I took a sip of red wine.

“I don’t understand! We could be an amazing couple together,” she complained.

“If I’d known whose daughter you were, we wouldn’t have slept together in the first place. And to clarify, once again, I am not looking for a relationship. My work is my life, and it’s the only commitment I want.”

“You’re a miserable man, Alexander. One day you’ll fall in love and all this talk of yours won’t mean a thing.”

“That won’t happen.” I smiled.

I saw Breno cross the dining room with hurried steps, heading straight for the table where Valentina sat. She stood up, and her boyfriend embraced her, then kissed her.

“I’m finished; I need to get back to the office,” I announced, pushing my chair back from the table.

“But I’m not,” said Chloe.

“You wanted a table, and you got one. Now, I’m leaving. I’ll take care of the bill.”

“You’re an ass, Alexander!”

“I could say it was good to see you, Chloe, but honestly, I would have preferred to have lunch alone,” I said truthfully. Her expression transformed into a mask of anger. I left her before she could start spouting nonsense.

I walked toward the wide doorway, my eyes locking onto the only face that held my attention. Valentina didn’t look away from the man in front of her; she didn’t even blink.

“Alexander.” I heard the irritating voice of Breno Vilar call my name as I passed his table. I turned to him. His fair hair was impeccably in place, and a smug smile marked his face. He was no more than thirty, and had only been CEO a short while, but he acted as if he were the most experienced and successful businessman in the entire city.

“Hello, Breno, how are you?” I greeted him politely.

“I’m excellent.” He rose from his chair. “I heard today I’m to be honored at the Businessman of the Year event. And it’s only my first year as CEO.”

“That has nothing to do with the millions you’ve donated to political campaigns or the fact you’re sponsoring this year’s event, does it?”

“Are you implying I bought my honor?”

“Funny...” I gave a short laugh. “It doesn’t sound right when your girlfriend calls me ‘sir,’ but coming from you it makes perfect sense.”

“Since when do you talk to Valentina?” He shot a reproachful look in his girlfriend’s direction.

“We haven’t had much time, unfortunately, but I hope we can change that, miss.” Valentina’s eyes remained fixed on her boyfriend. “We’ll meet again soon.”

Breno stared at Valentina with suspicion. I couldn’t leave without smiling. That guy was a complete idiot. It was hard to imagine what a beautiful young woman like Valentina saw in a guy like him.

I needed to get back to work and focus on what was important, not on those hypnotic honey-colored eyes trying to imprint themselves on my mind.
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Valentina

BEFORE THE BOUTIQUE’S enormous mirror, I smoothed the red fabric that hugged my curves. I turned slightly, observing the back, where crystals glittered over the sheer layer, capturing the light with intensity. Below the hip, the dress flared into a small, elegant train. This was it. It had to be this one. Breno had been clear: he wanted a dress that would not go unnoticed.

I had fooled myself days before, believing Breno was going to propose when he asked me to lunch with him at Altitudine. In the end, he only wanted to celebrate an award he was receiving. I tried to hide my disappointment, even though inside I felt a huge urge to cry. Would we ever get married?

As if running into Alexander right in the restaurant lobby wasn’t enough, I also had to endure the frustration of having hoped for something that wasn’t going to happen.

Breno asked several questions about what I had talked about with Alexander. I didn’t lie, but I omitted that he had whispered in my ear. My boyfriend knew my opinion of Alexander Monteiro and how much I detested him, yet he seemed to be seeing things that weren’t there, and I didn’t need to make the situation worse.

I asked the saleswoman to help me out of the dress; I would take that very one. It was perfect.

I left the store carrying an enormous bag and, when the taxi arrived, thanked the saleswomen and got in the car, giving my address.

My phone rang. I searched for it inside my purse and answered once I saw who was calling.

“Hi, Mariele,” I said, answering the call.

“You haven’t answered me in two days, I was worried. Are you okay?”

Mariele was my best childhood friend; even after I moved to the capital, we kept in touch. She was the person I could talk to about anything, without fear.

“I’m fine, sorry to worry you. I’ve been distracted.”

The car passed through the busy streets of São Paulo. I had grown accustomed to the noise, to the crowds of people rushing back and forth. None of it was new to me.

“And how are the preparations for this event? Did you buy the dress?”

“Yes. It’s perfect. When I get home, I’ll send you pictures.” My voice didn’t sound as excited as it should have.

“Is something else going on, Valentina?”

I looked at the façade of the huge building where I lived with Breno. It was white with glass balconies and windows in an aqua-green hue. Out front, two enormous trees broke through the gray sidewalk, offering a welcome. The path to the entrance hall was marked by a stone walkway, and all around, a green lawn stretched out with neatly trimmed shrubs.

I paid the fare and got out of the vehicle, facing the entrance gate. I didn’t want to lie to my friend, but I also didn’t know if I should have that conversation right then.

“Can I call you back in a little bit?” I asked.

“Sure. Talk soon.”

I passed through the entrance gate and then headed to the elevator. I typed in the access code, and within seconds I was in the middle of the living room of Breno’s apartment.

The house was silent. Marta had finished her work and left, and Breno hadn’t arrived from work yet. I walked slowly to our bedroom. I slipped off my stiletto sandals and let down my pinned-up hair.

I took my cell phone out of my purse and then put the purse away in the closet. I called Mariele, who answered on the first ring.

“I thought Breno was going to propose to me that day he told me about the event where he’s getting that award. He took me to lunch at Altitudine. I was... excited, but he just wanted to celebrate the award he’s getting. I was happy for him, it’s just that...”

“You wanted the proposal,” my friend finished. “How are things between you two?”

“They’re fine, I think,” I said, flopping onto the soft mattress of the bed.

“You think?” she asked.

“I mean, we’ve been spending little time together, but it’s because of work. That’s why he’s getting the award. He really deserves it.”

“And when you are together, how is he with you?”

“Affectionate, most of the time. But...”

“But...?”

“We haven’t had sex in three months. I’m afraid he’s lost interest in me.”

“Only if he’s an idiot,” she said, making me laugh. “Maybe it’s just a reflection of overwork, but your relationship is important too. You two need to have your time as a couple.”

“When I talk about time, Breno says he’s doing the best he can, and that everything he does, he does for both of us.”

“I don’t want to be the person who says bad things, but are you sure he wants this relationship as much as you do? I’m saying this because, from the beginning, it was you who did everything to be with him and by his side.”

“I know that, but... this will pass. It’s just a phase. We’ve been together for four years.”

Even as I wanted answers about what was happening with me and Breno, I was afraid of them. Afraid of discovering that I was fooling myself about us having a future together.

“I hope so,” she wished. “I want to see you happy, always.”

“I am,” I said, not very sure of that answer. “And the kids? And Marcos? How is everyone?” I asked, changing the subject.

“The boys are playing in the backyard. They only come inside to eat.” She laughed. “Marcos should be back soon. Today is the day he sells the fish to the hotel. They always get the best ones.”

“At least they pay well, right?”

“Yes. They pay three times more than the fish market. Things improved a lot when the cooperative started selling to that hotel. They value the work of the local fishermen.”

“I’m glad to hear everyone’s doing well.”

“Come visit us. It’s been a long time since you came to see us.”

“I will. After this phase passes. If I tell Breno I’m going to travel now, I don’t know how he’ll react.”

“He barely has time for you, and yet you need to be available,” she commented.

“I know how it seems, but it’s not exactly like that...”

“I just want you to have the love you deserve, my friend, and you deserve a love as big as your heart.”

“You sound like Grandma.” My voice caught as my chest filled with longing.

“I miss her too.”

I heard someone approaching and suspected it was Breno. That was a conversation I didn’t want him to overhear, so I ended the call quickly and stood up.

“Who were you on the phone with?” Breno asked, taking off his gray suit jacket.

“I was talking to Mariele.”

“You’re not thinking of traveling to the coast now, are you?”

“No. We were just... talking.”

Breno walked over to me and gave me a quick kiss on the lips. When his body drew near mine, I caught a different scent, almost sweet. I wrinkled my nose.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Your smell... It’s different.”

“Oh, that... It’s nothing. They changed the soap in my office bathroom for another one. It’s awful, I’ll ask them to get rid of it tomorrow.”

Breno turned and walked toward the bathroom, hurriedly unbuttoning his shirt and pulling off his shoe.

“I’m going to take a shower. Will you make dinner?”

“Yes,” I replied, almost automatically, that scent still in my nostrils.

“I need to sleep early. I’m exhausted, so hurry, darling.”

That would be just another normal night. We would eat dinner together, in silence. Then, each would brush our teeth, put on pajamas, and sleep on our own side of the bed. I didn’t want to admit that anything was wrong, so I smothered the voices inside my head.
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Valentina

One Week Later

“WAKE UP, DARLING.” I heard Breno’s voice. I opened my eyes slowly, adjusting to the brightness of the sun breaking through the white fabric of the curtains.

“Is everything okay?” I asked, still drowsy. Breno didn’t usually wake me. The alarm would go off and I’d get up to make his breakfast before he left for his company’s headquarters.

I was a little startled to see a tray with slices of pie, bread, juice, yogurt, and fruit in front of me. The smile on my boyfriend’s face made me smile too. It reminded me of our best days, when he used to smile all the time.

“Did you make all this?” I asked.

“Actually, Marta did. I asked her to come in early today.”

“Why?”

Breno came closer to the bed and sat down beside me. His smile grew even wider. From his pants pocket, he pulled out a small black velvet box, and when he opened it, a ring with a beautiful, brilliant central stone appeared. There were no details around it, but with a diamond that size, none were needed.

I was in shock. How could this be happening? Me, who thought we were growing more distant every day, had woken up to this surprise!

“I told Marta I wanted to surprise you and that I’d need her early today.” Breno took the ring out of the box and gently took my hand. “Will you marry me, Valentina?”

“Yes!” I answered, barely able to believe it.

The ring was slipped onto my ring finger. I turned my hand toward the window, admiring the light reflecting off the jewel.

“The ring is beautiful,” I said.

“You can start planning the wedding. I don’t want it to take too long; after all, we’ve been together for four years.”

“I... I will, for sure.”

Breno leaned in and cupped my face in his hands, pressing his lips to mine. The kiss started slow and deepened, but was soon interrupted by the ring of his cell phone. He pulled away and took the phone from his pocket. Nicole’s name flashed on the screen.

“What does your secretary want at this hour?” I asked, confused. It wasn’t even seven in the morning.

“To report some work problem, I’m sure. What else could it be?” he retorted, sounding impatient.

Breno moved away to take the call, closing the bedroom door behind him. I raised my hand, looking at my ring once more. Was I really engaged? Could we finally start talking about children again? I hoped our relationship could finally go back to what it once was.

“Shall we have breakfast?” Breno said upon returning to the room a few minutes later.

“Is everything okay at the company?”

“I’ll need to handle a problem that came up, but not right now.” He settled back beside me. “Right now, I just want to spend time with my fiancée.”

After breakfast, Breno left for the office, making sure to remind me that the next day was the event where he would be honored, and that I needed to look perfect by his side, as I would be introduced to everyone as his fiancée.

“You must be very happy, ma’am,” Marta said when she saw me arrive in the kitchen to return the tray with the remains of our breakfast.

“I am.” I smiled. “I couldn’t have imagined he’d propose now, but that’s Breno for you.”

“He didn’t say what the surprise was when he asked me to come early, but I was hoping it was a proposal.”

“I’m sorry about that. He shouldn’t have bothered you. Made you get up at the crack of dawn to get here so early.”

“I really didn’t mind.”

“I still can’t believe it.” I raised my hand in front of me once more.

“You can start thinking about the wedding now, about children.”

“Yeah. I can.” I smiled.
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A LONG RED CARPET STRETCHED across the entrance of the hotel where the city of São Paulo’s Businessperson of the Year event was being held. The entrance was lit by spotlights rising from the ground, highlighting the glass doors. In the lobby, a group of elegantly dressed people greeted the guests and directed them to the main hall.

At the back, there was a central stage surrounded by dark, heavy curtains. Round tables filled the space, decorated with white flowers in transparent vases. Many of the faces I saw were strangers, or ones I couldn’t quite place.

“You look beautiful, darling,” Breno whispered in my ear. “Come on, I’m going to show you off to these old men and make them jealous.”

I smiled and thanked the men Breno introduced me to for their compliments. They congratulated us on our engagement, making a point of saying what a handsome couple we made.

Across the hall, I saw a familiar and unexpected face. Discreetly, I asked in a low voice, so only Breno could hear.

“What’s your secretary doing here?” His confused look told me he didn’t know what I was talking about. “Across the hall.” I nodded my head in Nicole’s direction.

“Of course. How could I forget? She’s here for support. It’s an event with a lot of potential clients,” he explained. “Shall we go to our table?”

Breno slipped his arm through mine and we walked toward our reserved seats. Before my fiancé could pull out my chair for me to sit, a deep voice sounded beside us.

“Congratulations on your engagement.” I turned and found myself facing Alexander. He looked elegant in a black suit. His dark hair was impeccably styled. His intense eyes held mine as if we were the only two people in the hall. I looked away, focusing on Breno’s face.
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