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For my big sister, who taught me to read
 and who can make me laugh until my ribs hurt
 and my dignity is a long-forgotten concept.
 For my Aunt Kathy, who taught me
 what compassion looks like
 and what it can do.
 Love you both.


ONE

San Diego, California

“Alright! Let ’er rip!” Trey Johnson called, letting a sexy grin peek out from under his black cowboy hat. He was perched on top of a large brown mechanical bull that sat just off the dance ﬂoor at Spurs ’n’ Suds, the biggest country bar in San Diego. It was the go-to place for those who wanted to let down their hair and kick up their heels, where every night the music was loud, the beer was cold and the waitresses were hot. Short skirts and dangerously low-cut tops drew fat tips as the staff served their rowdy patrons greasy burgers with a side of wishful thinking.

“Save a Horse” burst out over the speakers as soon as the bull began turning, bucking forward and back in a pattern that Trey knew like the back of his hand. Pointing to a cute girl standing nearby, he gave her a wink and mouthed, “For you!” before getting down to business. He and the DJ, Clark, performed their usual routine. Clark started the bull slow, increasing its speed every few seconds as he got the crowd worked up.

Clark cut the music. “Trey bet me he’s gonna stay on that bull for a full minute tonight! If he can’t do it, there’s a free round for everyone, on him!” The crowd roared as the possibility was dangled in front of them, drowning out the guitars as the music resumed. By the end of the minute, it was clear that the women were so impressed they had all but forgotten the free drink. Their cheers had turned to loud screams as Trey let go of the rope on the bull, leaping off with style and landing on an air mattress below. Jumping to his feet, he ﬂipped off his hat and gave a quick bow before exiting the ring.

“There you have it, folks! One of the best mechanical bull riders ever to have lived in the great state of California! Trey Johnson!” Clark shouted into the microphone. “And if you thought he was good on that bull, you should see him mix drinks. He’ll be over at the main bar for the rest of the night … And ladies, he’s single!”

The whoops of the female patrons were deafening as Trey made his way across the crowded room. He hoisted his lean, muscular body up, then slid over the counter, landing behind the bar.

“Who’s thirsty?” Trey yelled. He stood for a moment in his cocky glory, letting a line form before taking the ﬁrst order. The tips would be sweet tonight. As a rule, the money was good on Fridays, but tonight the bar was more packed than usual, and he knew he’d put on one hell of a good show. He was the epitome of the carefree, fearless fun that the patrons had come to ﬁnd.

* * *

An hour later, Trey sat in the staff room, as big a contrast to the bar itself as you could get. Other than the mufﬂed sound of the music, the hum of the ﬂuorescent lights above was the most noticeable noise. His laptop and economics textbook were on the table in front of him as he squeezed in ﬁfteen minutes to study for his last-ever university exam. Taking off his cowboy hat, he tossed it on the chair to his left and raked his hands through his short, sandy-brown hair.

Music invaded the room for a moment as the door swung open, revealing Tiffany, a blond bombshell of a waitress who had transplanted herself from Texas a year ago. “Hey, sugar!”

Trey glanced up, giving her a quick smile. “Hey yourself.”

Coins being deposited in the vending machine indicated that Tiffany was making her late-evening dinner choice.

“Good night out there. I think I’ve pulled in at least two hundred already, and it’s only eleven.”

“Yeah, I think spring fever has hit,” Trey answered absentmindedly as he scanned a spreadsheet for the value he needed.

A bag of chips hit his keyboard, then slid onto his lap.

“For the starving student,” Tiffany said, dropping onto the couch. She yanked off her red cowboy boots with a little groan and put her feet up on the ancient coffee table.

“Aw, thanks, Tiff. You didn’t have to do that.”

“Didn’t do it to be nice. Now I can tell the other girls I had dinner with you. They’ll all be real jealous.” She opened her own bag, selecting a chip then biting into it as she studied Trey for a moment. “It’s hard to know who you are, Trey Johnson. Out there, you’ve got that whole cocky cowboy thing going on, but in here, you’re kind of a nerd.”

“Can’t I be both?” he asked with a grin, opening the snack she had given him.

“I guess so. I’ve just never seen anyone so determined. I’m dying to see what you’re like when you let loose. Come out with us tonight after work. We’re going to the beach to party and watch the sunrise.”

“Wish I could.” Trey dropped the chip that was halfway to his mouth back into the bag as his eyes ﬁnally found the number he’d been searching for on the chart. “There you are,” he muttered.

“The girls and I have bets going about you. About why you never take anyone home, even though we’re all shameless as far as you’re concerned. Angie thinks you’re gay, maybe, but I don’t think that’s it.”

Trey looked up from his laptop with a little laugh. “Nope. Angie’s wrong there. There’s no real mystery, though. I’m what you call goal-oriented. I need to get my degree as soon as possible so I can get on with making some real money.”

“Oh, there’s a mystery to you and everybody knows it. Nobody spends three years busting their ass and never answering a booty call unless there’s something behind it.”

Trey considered her words for a moment then plucked his cellphone off the table. Opening the photo album, he tossed the phone to her. “He’s what’s behind it.”

Tiffany caught the phone awkwardly with one hand after it bounced onto the couch beside her. Her mouth dropped open in surprise as she stared at the photo.

“My son, Tomas. He lives in Brazil. If he’s not a big enough reason to stay on task, I don’t know what would be.”

“Yeah,” Tiffany agreed, clearly shocked. “He’s adorable.”

“Yup. And he deserves a dad who can support him, not some deadbeat who’s out looking to bang a new chick every weekend.” Trey packed his things into his backpack, then stowed it in his locker. “Better get back at it. See you out there.” He took the phone on his way out. “Thanks for the chips, Tiff. You’re a good friend.”


TWO

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

“Mmm, just look at you. You’re perfection.”

The deep voice of Joel Salles interrupted Gabriela’s sunbathing. She lifted her head and smiled over her shoulder in time to see him set his gaze on her body. He reminded her of a lion about to pounce on his prey. Gabriela was stretched out on her stomach, completely nude, on a poolside chaise at Joel’s estate. The sun shone down on her silky olive skin as she soaked up its warmth along with his compliment.

“You’re home early,” she replied, basking in his appreciative look.

Joel dropped his cellphone on the table beside her and unbuttoned his dress shirt. He then picked up a bottle of suntan oil, squirting some into his palm before propping himself on her chair with one knee between her ankles. He spread the oil onto both hands before rubbing them along the backs of her calves, then up and down her legs. “How can I stay on the set knowing you are here at my home, exactly like this?”

“Oh no, I shouldn’t have sent you that photo earlier.” Her words were utterly insincere. “I guess I wasn’t thinking.”

“Of course you were thinking, Gabriela. You’re always thinking. For another man, that would be very dangerous, but not for me,” he said, pouring more oil into his hands. “I know how to handle a woman like you. Besides, you knew the crew would be ﬁne without me for the rest of the day.”

“This is true,” she agreed, feeling his hands work their way up her thighs. “You do know how to handle me. I was also sure they could ﬁlm without you there for a while. What do movie producers even do, anyway?” she teased, propping herself up on her elbows and turning her head to look back at him. She smiled into his deep brown eyes, fully loving the feeling of his hands rubbing her bottom.

“Let me show you,” he replied, letting his thumbs wander down her crevice and into her warm sex. Gabriela shuddered in delight.

Joel was a man who knew what he was doing. He was the perfect catch for Gabriela—rich, sexy and exciting. She had been staying at his beach house just outside Rio for the past six weeks, hoping that this time away from her son, Tomas, would pay off. If she could secure her position as a permanent ﬁxture in Joel’s life, she would be able to give her son the father she wanted for him. Joel didn’t mind that she had a child and, in fact, had been very good with Tomas during the brief times they had all spent together. She knew he wouldn’t likely be all that involved in raising her child, but he would be able to provide them with every luxury, and Tomas with every opportunity.

This goal had allowed Gabriela to push aside any feelings of guilt that kept her from missing her little boy too much each time she left him. She knew it would all be worth it in the end. Besides, Tomas had just turned three. He was so little he would quickly forget these weeks in which he’d been left alone with the nanny.

Joel worked his thumbs in between her upper thighs, rubbing in slow circles until Gabriela let out a quiet moan. “Let’s take this to the bedroom. The gardeners just got here.”

“I’m all yours.” Gabriela sighed happily as he moved his hands back down her legs and got to his feet. She stood and pulled her robe on, kissing Joel softly on the lips as she tied the sash around her waist. Joel gave the robe a little tug to bring her to him, kissing her neck and letting his hand travel into the opening of her robe. His ﬁngers dragged over her nipple, ﬁnding it already pert.

“You are all mine. And I intend to keep you all to myself.”

“Promise?”

“Yes, I think I do.” Joel looked into her eyes, taking his hand out of her robe and straightening it for her. They laced their ﬁngers together as they walked into the house. Cool air greeted them as Joel shut the patio door and they made their way across the expansive kitchen to the stairs.

“Will the ﬁlming still ﬁnish by Friday? I have everything set for the wrap party, but the caterer needs the hard date by tomorrow morning,” Gabriela said as they ascended the staircase.

“Yes, we’re still set for Friday. Thank you for taking care of that for me, by the way. You have the makings of the perfect producer’s wife.”

“I hope you’re not just ﬁguring that out now. I would hate to think you are little more than a handsome face.”

Joel laughed. “You always keep me on my toes. It’s one of the things I love about you. That, and how sexy you are.”

“Go on.” Gabriela pursed her lips into a smile.

“You’re very beautiful, you know how to dress and how to host, you never get star-struck or say the wrong things. Plus, you’re like an animal in bed,” Joel replied, tugging his shirt off as they passed through the double doors to the master suite.

Gabriela tugged on the sash of her robe, opening it and letting it fall to the ﬂoor. She crossed the large room to the king bed and crawled onto it on all fours, turning her head to look back at him. “You mean like this?”

“That’s exactly what I mean,” Joel answered with a smirk.

São Paulo, Brazil

Alessandra Santos stood at the kitchen sink washing dishes. She had just gotten little Tomas, her charge, down for his afternoon nap. He had a bad cold, and his nose was so stuffed up that sleep had been extremely difﬁcult for him the past few nights, leaving him cranky and Alessandra very tired. She thought of everything she still needed to do that day, but her soft pillow called to her relentlessly. She decided to ﬁnish the lunch dishes quickly so she could go lie down for a couple of hours.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the phone. Drying her hands, she answered the call.

“Alessa? It’s Gabriela. I’m calling to check on my little darling.”

“Olá, he’s still got that cold, Gabriela. He’s really not feeling well. His fever is down today but he is horribly overtired. I just got him down for a nap.”

“My poor sweetie,” Gabriela said into the phone. There was a pause, then she called, “Não! Don’t put those over there. The drinks are all going to be served by the pool and I want a table set up with the glasses by the bar outside.” Pause. “Fora! Outside, by the pool. Yes. All of them.”

Gabriela sighed and then spoke into the phone again. “Listen, Alessa, I think this is it. Joel and I are hosting the wrap party for the movie and I think he is going to ask me to marry him tonight. He’s been hinting at it all week. I wanted to see if you could move to Rio for a few months to take care of Tomas while I’m getting ready for the wedding. There is no way that I’ll be able to manage him alone when I’m so busy.”

Alessandra paused, her mouth hanging open, not sure what to say. “I don’t think that will work, Gabriela. After I ﬁnish my degree, my family needs me to come home to Bebedouro. I’m sorry. Maybe Joel knows of someone?”

Gabriela made a clicking sound with her tongue, clearly annoyed by her nanny’s answer. “Parem! I don’t want those ﬂowers in the house. Everything out by the pool! Take them out through the kitchen!” she shouted, causing Alessa to hold the phone away from her ear.

Gabriela took a deep breath. “I don’t want to trouble him with this. Listen, you think it over. If things work out the way I hope, I’ll make sure you get a nice big bonus once we are settled here.”

“I don’t know, I—”

“I don’t have time for this right now. I have to go. We’ll talk about this later,” Gabriela replied in a rushed tone. “Give Tomas a big kiss from his mommy.”

“Okay, I will,” Alessa answered, her words cut off as Gabriela ended the call. Rolling her shoulders back a few times and letting her head tip from side to side, she tried to release the tension she was feeling. Working for Gabriela had become much more than she had bargained for.

She had been hired two years ago to work as a part-time nanny. The original arrangement allowed Alessandra to attend school on weekdays and watch Tomas at night and on weekends, giving Gabriela a chance to run errands and go out. Alessandra had been searching for a free place to live, somewhere quiet so she could study. For the ﬁrst year, the job had worked out perfectly. Tomas’s naps and early bedtime had given her enough time to complete her schoolwork.

That had all changed when Gabriela met Joel Salles, however. Alessa found herself working as a full-time caretaker for weeks at a time, missing more classes than any fourth-year law student could afford. Now, her once-strong grades were falling. Alessandra’s mother had been urging her to quit for months now, to just drop Tomas off at his grandparents’ house and get back to school.

“You are being used, Alessandra. Don’t allow that woman to do this to you. You’re exhausting yourself for someone who really doesn’t care about you at all.”

“Mãe, I’m ﬁne, really. I’m handling everything. Besides, it’s not like he has a father to take him in, and he doesn’t even know his grandparents. I can’t leave him like that.”

They’d been having this conversation for months, but it was only now that Alessandra was able to admit that maybe her mother was right. She was already stretched to her limit, and she knew the next few weeks would be much more taxing. The thought of managing to complete her last few assignments, study for ﬁnals and look after Tomas was like staring up at a mountain, knowing it was thousands of steps to the peak.

Alessa pulled the plug in the sink and watched the water drain. She touched the tiny tornado created by the last of the water swirling down and out of sight. A wave of exhaustion swept over her. At twenty-two, Alessa was plain worn out. She slowly crossed the ﬂoor of the living room and walked down the hall, ignoring her textbooks in favour of the soft mattress waiting for her in her tiny bedroom.

Dropping onto the bed with a soft thud, she fell immediately asleep, waking up two hours later to the little coughing sound Tomas had been making when he woke since getting sick. She could hear him calling for her. “Lessa!”

It had been weeks since he had called for Gabriela. He seemed to have adjusted to the fact that she was gone again. Now that Alessa thought about it, she realized that even the last time Gabriela had been in town, he had never gone back to calling for his mother. Something about that broke Alessandra’s heart. Quickly standing, she smoothed her hair out of her face as she stumbled down the hall, fuzzy-headed from her long sleep.

When she reached his room, he was sitting up in his bed, rubbing his eyes and snifﬂing. “Lessa, I’m ﬁrsty,” he said in English.

“Well, let’s get you a drink,” Alessa replied, smiling at him as she walked over and picked him up in her arms. One of the job requirements was that she speak to him in English. Gabriela was very determined that her son be ﬂuent in more than one language, and English was the language of choice for the rich parents of Brazil.

Giving him a little peck on the forehead, Alessa noticed that his fever had returned. It wasn’t as bad as the day before, but they would be in for another rough night if this kept up.

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil Twelve Hours Later

Gabriela blinked her eyes, trying to adjust to the light in the kitchen as she walked into the house. She stumbled a little as she crossed the room, having had several cocktails as the party wore on. Outside, the music was booming, causing the toaster to make its way across the counter from the vibrations. Giggling to herself, she caught the small chrome appliance just before it found the edge of the granite and dropped to its doom. The party was going amazingly well, and nothing could lower her sense of elation.

She danced across the cool tile ﬂoor in her bare feet, staring at her left hand, which now bore an enormous diamond surrounded by a band of equally stunning white gems. Joel had asked her to marry him while they were getting dressed for the party earlier. He had thrown the little black box onto the bed beside the dress she had laid out for herself.

“Here,” he said, smiling at her. “This will go well with your dress.”

Gabriela, in only her black lace bra and panties, snatched up the box, her smile as she opened it giving away her high expectations.

He stood across the room in only a towel, watching for her reaction.

Squealing, she took the ring from the box and slid it onto her ﬁnger. “YES!”

“Yes what?” he asked, striding over to her.

“Yes, this will go with my dress,” she teased.

“I think it goes with what you’re wearing right now even better.”

Gabriela threw her arms around Joel’s neck and kissed him wildly on the mouth. She had done it. She had managed to ﬁnd the perfect man to take care of her and Tomas. She had ﬁnally found love and was going to be forever free from relying on her parents for money. Never again would she have to face their disapproving looks when she asked for more cash or when they took in the sight of their grandson. She was starting over in Rio, far from her family, with a sexy, rich, exciting, powerful man.

Tugging off his towel, Gabriela ran one hand down his abs and straight to his waiting cock. He was as ready for her as she had become for him as soon as she had cracked open the lid of that black box. Lowering herself to her knees, she held his length in her hand as she plunged her mouth over him. Joel’s hands made their way to the back of her head so he could push his throbbing cock deeper. She had a way with her tongue and skilled hands that had him close to coming within mere moments. She knew the way she serviced him was purely addictive for Joel.

Now, as Gabriela crossed the living room, she spotted a mirror on the coffee table with four neatly arranged lines of white powder and a small straw sitting beside them. She had been on the way upstairs to wait for Joel, who had told her to meet him in bed in ﬁve minutes. She passed the table and then turned back, remembering how intense the sex was after they had done some coke a few months ago. Every sensation had been heightened incredibly. Picking up the straw, she held it to her nose, closing one nostril and taking a long whiff to inhale the powder. Her nose twitched at the tingling feeling, and she rubbed it for a second before snifﬁng the next line. The drug’s effects were immediate. Putting down the straw, she tried to stand but her legs folded under her instead. The room started to spin viciously as the lights grew dim around her. Gabriela’s head smacked against the white tile under the coffee table as she blacked out. The wooden leg of that table was the last thing she would ever see.


THREE

San Diego, California

Trey stepped out into the bright sunlight, relief and pride bringing a huge smile to his face. Punching the air with his ﬁst, he jogged down the steps of the economics building. After three solid years of assignments, projects and studying, Trey was ﬁnally completely free. He ﬁgured he’d earned a couple of days of surﬁng and soaking up the sun. And sleep. Dear God, he’d be able to actually go to bed at a reasonable hour, instead of studying until two in the morning only to get up a few hours later to make it to class.

He’d give himself two days of surﬁng before his parents arrived in town for his commencement ceremony. After that, Trey would buckle down again and ﬁnd himself a job—no, a career. Something that would allow him to ﬁnally make some real money so he could start a college fund for little Tomas as well as send child support payments to Gabriela. He’d save up so he could visit his son as often as possible. Since Gabriela had taken Tomas back to Brazil, Trey had felt an ever-present emptiness, knowing a part of himself was so far away. But he couldn’t ﬁx that today, so he hoped an afternoon of pure adrenalin would help ﬁll that void, even just temporarily.

An hour later, he found himself paddling out against the waves on his roommate’s surfboard. A broad smile crossed his face as his arms cut the water on either side of the board, propelling him farther from shore. Trey knew he was lucky to have hit a spring day with such perfect conditions. The surf was head-high, and the sun warmed the black fabric of his wetsuit while the cool, refreshing water lapped over him. He lay with his stomach ﬂat against the board, alive and powerful as he fought the tide with ease. When he’d gone far enough out to sea, he turned the board to face the shoreline of Sunset Cliffs. This was freedom.

In one quick and graceful move, he gripped both sides of the board with his strong hands as he lifted his torso and ﬂipped onto his feet. He stood balanced and completely in tune with the wave that now carried him to the shore. His heart pounded, in part from the work of paddling against the current and in part from the exhilaration that he always felt at this moment. Adrenalin rushed through his veins. He loved to push himself to the limit in everything he did and this was no exception. Surﬁng was one of the few pure pleasures he allowed himself, and it would be a difﬁcult one to give up if he had to move away from the ocean to ﬁnd work.

Several runs later, he dragged himself out of the water for a break. The sun was starting to lower itself in the sky, giving a lazy glow to the world. He dropped down onto his beach towel and caught his breath as he watched the water hurtling toward the shore. Lying back, he closed his eyes and took in the sounds of the crashing waves, the gulls in search of an early dinner and the exuberant groups of students now starting to wander down to the beach.

University was over and he was a free man. The comfort of this thought, along with the warmth of the sun on his skin, caused him to drift off into a peaceful nap. Moments later, a ping from his cellphone brought him out of his bliss. Wiping his hands on the towel, he dug around in his backpack for his phone. He saw that he had missed a call from Gabriela. He accessed his voice mail to hear the message.

“Trey, this is Joel Salles. I am …  was … with Gabriela for the past several months. I have some horrible news, and I hate to leave this message, but you need to know immediately. Gabriela passed away suddenly last night. You will have to come and get Tomas. He will be with the nanny until you can get here. I’m so sorry, I know this is a terrible shock.” There was a long pause before Joel’s voice resumed, his words now rushed. “I will have Alessandra text you her information so you can reach her.” Click.

Trey sat up and replayed the message several times. Between the sounds of the beach, Joel’s thick accent and the way his voice cracked with emotion, Trey had trouble making it out. His heart dropped into his stomach with the gravity of what he had just heard. Gabriela was dead. How could this have happened? His son had just lost his mother.

Trey sucked in a huge breath of air as though he had completely forgotten to breathe for the past several minutes. His heart pounded as his chest expanded. He rubbed his hand through his wet hair and stared down at the phone in his palm. “Fuck,” he whispered to himself. “I must have it wrong. There’s no way she’s dead.”

Trey stood, ﬂicking sand off his towel with a snap before shoving it into his backpack. He slung the pack over his shoulder and scooped up the surfboard, hurrying back to campus. What the fuck will I do if she’s really gone?


FOUR

São Paulo, Brazil

Alessandra sat on a blanket in the shade of a large tree, watching Tomas as he and a girl about his age took turns on a small slide. He was ﬁnally feeling better, having made the type of remarkable recovery that only children can, going from being listless to having energy to burn overnight. Her heart ached, seeing him play so innocently, with no understanding that his mother had died. They had not gone to the funeral at the request of Gabriela’s parents, who did not believe it would be good for Tomas. She thought of Gabriela, a mother he would barely remember, and sadness crashed over her again. Digging around in her purse, she found her cellphone and called her sister, Betina.

“Olá, Alessa!” Betina answered. “How’s Tomas?”

“He’s good—happy today. He doesn’t really know what has happened. We’re at the park this morning.”

“Poor little guy.”

“I know. It’s all so sad.” Alessandra sighed.

“Has the American shown up yet?”

“Not for a few more hours.”

“You have to call me ﬁrst chance you get. I can’t wait to ﬁnd out all about him.” Betina’s voice switched in an instant from sympathy to excitement. “I’m living through you right now until I can get off this stupid farm and ﬁnally have a life.”

“Believe me, my life is far from thrilling. There’s a lot you’ll miss when you leave home.”

“You keep saying that, but I really don’t believe it.” Betina was twenty-one and headstrong, full of that exuberance for life possessed only by those who have yet to leave home.

“You’ll just have to see for yourself,” Alessandra answered evenly.

“So, what are you going to wear today? Are you dressing up?”

“Why would I do that? There’s been a tragic death, remember?” Alessandra started to feel annoyed with her sister.

“Yes, but sometimes great passion can start out as one person comforting another.”

“Oh God. Not in this case. First of all, he’s way too old for me. Second, he has a wife, I think. Or a girlfriend. The chef that he left Gabriela for, remember?”

“Well, maybe they broke up. And who cares if he’s old? He’s rich! I think it’s worth some makeup and a push-up bra, just in case. Maybe he’ll fall madly in love with you and whisk you away to his ranch.” Betina’s voice took on a dreamy quality as she spoke.

“I don’t want to be whisked away anywhere. I’m ﬁnishing school and moving home. Besides, I don’t know if he even has a ranch. When I spoke with him a couple of days ago, he mentioned something about wrapping things up in San Diego, not Colorado.”

“But still, just in case, some lipstick maybe?” Betina was like a dog with a bone.

Alessandra shook her head in irritation, even though her sister couldn’t see. “Betina, romance is the last thing on my mind when it comes to this man. The only thing I need to do is make sure I don’t send Tomas off with someone who may not be ﬁt to raise a chicken.”

“Oh, you’re no fun.”

“There are more important things in life than fun.”

“So Mãe keeps telling me,” Betina complained.

“She’s right. We’re adults. We have responsibilities, and at the moment, my biggest one is Tomas.”

“But, Alessa, even if he would be a horrible parent, what could you do about it? He’s Tomas’s father.”

“I’ll ﬁnd a way to stop him if I have to. I know the law, and what I don’t know, I know how to ﬁnd out. I can’t count on Tomas’s grandparents to take care of this, so he needs me to make sure he’ll end up in a good home.”

“I suppose…”

“Exactly.” Alessa’s voice was all business. “Hopefully everything will be ﬁne, but I’ll only have a few days to ﬁgure out if he can be trusted. I should go. Tomas needs lunch and a nap. I just wanted to say hi.”

“Okay. Call me tonight.”

“If I can, I will. Hugs to Mãe and Vô.”

* * *

Trey stared out the open window of a cab as it crawled along the congested roadway that led from the airport toward Gabriela’s condo. In spite of his exhaustion, he forced himself to focus, to take in the sights, sounds and smells passing by as he travelled through the most impoverished streets he’d ever seen. A wave of nausea hit him, and he wasn’t sure if it was from the long trip or the feeling of being suddenly very much alone and out of place. Reality was setting in. His life would never be the same. He was on the opposite side of the world from home, with no one to help him.

Colourful buildings passed by, many of them held up by walls that had been shared over the years by generations of grafﬁti artists. Makeshift houses sat huddled together, fashioned from scrap metal and wood in such a haphazard way that Trey wondered how they hadn’t just fallen over at the ﬁrst big breeze. Children ran around with no shoes to protect their feet from the hot pavement. Still, they smiled and laughed, and it occurred to Trey that no matter what they had or didn’t have, kids were incredibly adept at making the best of life.

The stench of sewage blended with the smell of cooking meat. Trey wrinkled up his nose in spite of himself, and he tried to subtly cover his nostrils with his hand, hoping the driver wouldn’t notice. Although Trey had seen places like this on television, actually ﬁnding himself here was an entirely different experience. It was all too real and made him long for his safe, tiny dorm room in San Diego.

He knew he was heading to a much nicer neighbourhood, however. When he’d shown the driver the name and address of Gabriela’s building, the driver had given an impressed nod and made a remark that sounded approving. Now, as they continued on, the man glanced back in his rear-view mirror at Trey.

“Very poor.” The driver pointed out the window with one thumb. “Favela … um, guns, drugs, no safe. No stop car here at night. Even red light. Go.” He gestured with one hand as he looked back at Trey.

“Yes, I see. Thank you for the tip,” Trey answered, turning again to look out as they slowly passed a group of shirtless boys playing soccer in a small dirt patch.

Then suddenly, within only one block it seemed, he was surrounded by luxury apartments, gated homes, and stores displaying designer clothing in the windows. Tall, lush tropical trees ﬂanked the road, providing shade to the upscale coffee shops and bistros tucked in behind them. Here the men were dressed in crisp shirts and tailored suits, and the women hurried along in heels and oversized sunglasses. Some held the hands of equally well-dressed children who looked bored, as though they longed to be barefoot playing soccer somewhere. Trey felt as out of place here as he had in the poorer district.

He closed his eyes for a moment, realizing how good it felt to rest them with a long, slow blink. Including two delays, he had been en route for over twenty hours now. He was emotionally and physically drained, his long legs cramped up from going so many hours without stretching them out. Looking at his watch, he realized he should be at his commencement ceremony right now. He sighed, knowing he would never get that moment back, but it was nothing compared to the lost moments in Gabriela’s life.

He had called his parents as soon as he got back from the beach to give them the sad news and to tell them not to come to San Diego because he’d be somewhere over South America come Saturday. They were in nearly as much shock as he was. His mom had wept at the thought of her grandson having no mother. His dad had been more pragmatic about the entire thing, peppering Trey with a host of questions he couldn’t answer about how he intended to care for his child. When it had become clear that Trey had no plan yet, his father quickly switched over to making suggestions.

Trey had spent the next three days packing, booking ﬂights and visiting the Brazilian consulate. He had to go there to have them ﬁle and stamp the DNA test and admission of paternity forms that had been completed when Tomas was a baby. That appointment alone had taken hours, but as the man at the consulate explained, this was nothing compared to the road ahead of Trey. He would ﬁrst have to hope that Gabriela’s parents wouldn’t ﬁght him for custody of his son. If they did, it would likely take years to get Tomas to the US, if Trey even won in the end. The man couldn’t estimate the length of time the legal proceedings would take if the Ferreiras didn’t ﬁght him, but he did warn Trey that the court system moves very slowly. Trey had no idea where he would get the money for any of it. For now, he would take things one step at a time. The ﬁrst step was to ﬁnd his little boy in a city of eleven million.

His thoughts turned to Gabriela, a lump forming in his throat for both her and Tomas. Tomas was so young that his mother would be little more than a vague memory for him. When Trey had spoken with Alessandra, she’d told him the details of Gabriela’s tragic death. She explained that the owner of the heroin had left it on the table to go get a friend, only to return a few minutes later to ﬁnd Gabriela sprawled lifeless on the ﬂoor. They’d called an ambulance but it was already too late.

Trey’s gut churned with anger and fear of what was to come. Why the hell would someone leave their drugs out for anyone to ﬁnd? And how could Gabriela have been so irresponsible? She was a mother, for God’s sake. What was she doing taking drugs like that? Now she had left her son without a mom and Trey with the task of raising their child alone. A child he barely knew would be stuck with him, someone who was basically a stranger to Tomas, but worse than that, someone who didn’t have the ﬁrst clue about raising children. Someone with no means to do so.

Guilt crowded in as soon as Trey allowed his anger to reach the forefront of his mind. What kind of parent had he been? Tomas had seen him on Skype every few weeks but was too little to understand the connection between them. The word dad had been little more than an empty title up to this point. Trey had planned to visit and start sending money, but he had never imagined he would raise Tomas. The thought terriﬁed him. Could he even be trusted to raise a human being properly? With good morals and values and manners and enough responsibility and conﬁdence to make it in this world?

As the cab turned a corner, his stomach ﬂipped over. He seriously doubted that he could do it. Trey’s shoulders dropped. At age twenty-four, he was preparing to start a new chapter in his life, one that was going to test his limits in every way.


FIVE

Trey soon arrived at Gabriela’s apartment, sweaty and bone tired. He rubbed his hand over his chin, feeling the two-day-old stubble that he wished he could have cleaned up before getting there. He would have liked to make a better impression than that of a sweaty, unkempt man. Taking a deep breath, he gently knocked on the door and waited.

A moment later, he heard the chain being unlatched and the door was opened. A young woman stood before him and smiled solemnly. His ﬁrst thought was how serious she seemed. Then how naturally lovely she was, with impossibly huge grey eyes and full lips. His next thought was that there was no way he should be thinking that last thing.

“Hello, Trey. I’m Alessandra. Welcome.” Her voice was quiet. “Tomas is napping right now.” She moved aside to give him room to come in.

“Hi, Alessandra. I wondered if he might be asleep. How’s he doing?” Cool air refreshed Trey as soon as he stepped into the large space. The luxury of quiet comfort was a sharp contrast to the congested heat he’d found himself in during the ﬁnal leg of his long journey.

Alessandra turned to lock the door behind him. “He doesn’t really understand what’s happened. I have told him his mom is gone, but she’s been gone for a few weeks now so he thinks she’ll come back. I don’t know how long it will take before he understands.”

Trey scrunched his eyes shut, trying to block out his emotions. Instead of answering, he just nodded.

“You must be very tired.” Alessandra walked to the kitchen and opened the fridge. She poured him some water from a jug and handed it to him. There was a wariness in her eyes as she stared at him, a look that made Trey a little uncomfortable.

He took the glass and gulped back the cold liquid, feeling it slide down his throat. “Thank you. I am a little tired; it was a long trip. I’m a total mess too. I could use a shower, if you don’t mind. I don’t want this to be his ﬁrst impression of me.”

“Of course. Right this way,” she replied, leading him to a bathroom down the hall and switching on the light. Towels were laid out on the counter, already waiting for him.

“I won’t wake Tomas, will I?” he asked.

“No. This is my bathroom. His room is at the end of the hall. I’ll prepare something for you to eat when you get out.” She gave him a little nod, then left.

* * *

Alessandra cut up some onion, potatoes and carrots and put them in a pan along with a bit of olive oil, then lit the burner underneath. She thought about Trey as she worked. He seemed polite enough and he’d been considerate in not wanting to wake Tomas, so those were good signs. He was much younger than she thought he’d be. Now that she had met him, it seemed impossible that he was the owner of a large guest ranch. It seemed much more likely that Gabriela had bent the truth somehow to suit herself.

Taking a skirt steak out of the fridge, she sliced it into quarters as she tried to make sense of what she’d been told. Whatever he did for a living, he was certainly handsome. Those hazel eyes that matched Tomas’s were absolutely mesmerizing. And that smile. Something about it made her stomach ﬂutter a little in spite of herself. She could see how he’d managed to gain Gabriela’s attention. Alessa found herself wishing she’d taken her sister’s advice and put on a little makeup and something pretty to wear before he arrived. She knew she looked plain with her dark brown hair tied back in a no-nonsense ponytail and a sundress that was a little too big.

Admonishing herself for these frivolous thoughts, she mashed a couple of cloves of garlic with the side of a knife, then sprinkled a pinch of salt onto the garlic. Betina’s meaningless priorities had gotten into her own head. All that really mattered was that Trey intended to leave with Tomas, and the thought of it made her sick with worry. She’d grown so close to the little boy that a sense of protectiveness had come over her, and it had grown ﬁercely strong in the days since Gabriela’s death.

Patting the steak dry, she rubbed it with pepper, salt and a little bit of fresh parsley. She added vegetable oil to a skillet and waited for it to sizzle before adding the meat. In a separate pan, she began heating garlic butter, which sent a delicious aroma through the air. Her work was interrupted by the sound of Trey clearing his throat behind her. Alessandra turned and looked up at him. He looked like a different person in the way that men do after a shave and a shower. He was wearing a clean white T-shirt that was a little rumpled from its long journey, and slightly baggy navy plaid shorts hung from his narrow hips.

“That might be the best smell this nose has ever had the luck of encountering.” He took a deep, appreciative breath, closing his eyes for a second.

Alessandra waved off his compliment with one hand. “No, this is nothing.”

“Well, Alessandra, it smells like something to me.” He smiled at her. There was something so disarming about his smile. It had a genuine warmth to it that made her want to trust him. But she wasn’t going to be fooled by a gorgeous face like she had been in the past. She owed it to Tomas to determine Trey’s true character. She opened a cupboard door, then stood on her tiptoes to reach a glass jug on the top shelf.

“Here. Let me help,” Trey offered, getting it down and handing it to her. Her ﬁngers brushed against his as she took it from him, sending an unwanted thrill through her entire body.

Turning to hide the heat in her cheeks, she replied, “Thank you,” as she tested the vegetables with a fork.

* * *

A few minutes later, Trey sat down at a table facing a large picture window, taking in the shimmer of the city in the late afternoon sun. Concrete and glass seemed to go on almost as far as the eye could see, stopping abruptly at the lush green mountains beyond. He longed to be somewhere in those mountains, somewhere quiet. He longed to be home, even though he didn’t know what that meant at the moment. California wasn’t home. Neither was Colorado, anymore. The thought made his chest feel heavy. He had no home to go to, no home to bring Tomas to, either.

Alessandra set down a heaping plate of food in front of him, temporarily distracting him from his sadness. She sat opposite Trey with her own modest portion, and the pair ate in awkward silence for a few minutes. Small talk seemed too trivial given the circumstances.

The sound of two little feet slapping against the tile ﬂoor caused them both to look across the kitchen. Tomas was rubbing his eyes and holding a silky blue blanket to his cheek as he made a beeline for his nanny. He crawled up onto her lap and snuggled himself against her chest for a moment before turning his eyes to Trey.

Trey put down his fork, suddenly feeling his heart jump into his throat. This was the ﬁrst time he’d been in the same room as his son since Tomas was a baby. They were basically strangers and yet this moment was to be the ﬁrst of a lifetime together. From now on, he was charged with fulﬁlling this little boy’s every need. He smiled cautiously at Tomas, who was staring at Trey with his little eyebrows knit together.

“Hey, Tomas,” Trey said softly, feeling emotions that were entirely new to him bubble to his throat. “It’s me. Your dad.”

Tomas lifted his head off Alessandra’s chest and stared at him for a moment before looking up at her, as if for conﬁrmation.

Smiling down at him, she said, “Yes, this is your father. Remember I told you he was coming today?”

Tomas nodded and then looked at Trey. “Dad from ’puter.”

Trey chuckled and nodded back. “That’s right, little man. Dad from the computer. Only now I’m here in real life.” He wanted so badly for his son to run to him and climb up onto his lap for a huge hug, but he knew he would need to wait for that.

Tomas rested his head against Alessandra for a second and stared at Trey before scrambling off her lap and hurrying out of the room. Trey watched, his face full of concern. A moment later, Tomas returned with a grin on his face that very much matched his father’s.

He stopped in front of Trey. In his little hands were two toy horses bearing cowboy ﬁgures on their backs. Trey had sent them for his birthday. “Pay towboys, Dad!”

Trey pushed his chair back from his partly eaten meal, holding his hand out for a toy. He followed Tomas to the living room coffee table, shooting a surprised smile to Alessandra over his shoulder. “That sounds great, Tomas. Let’s play cowboys.”


SIX

“There’s no way he owns a ranch. If I had to guess, I’d say he was a ranch hand, if that’s even where Gabriela met him. He looks very young—close to my age—but that’s all I ﬁgured out. We didn’t get a chance to talk much. Tomas seemed to take to him right away, so they played the entire evening, which was very sweet, actually.” Alessandra was sitting on the balcony, talking on the phone with her sister. She could picture Betina lying on her stomach on her bed, phone in hand and feet waving in the air lazily.

“Sweet? So, does this mean you might be able to trust him to raise a chicken, or is he good looking?”

“Maybe to raising a chicken, yes to being good looking.”

“Really? How handsome?”

“Too handsome. Impossible-not-to-notice-type handsome,” Alessandra admitted reluctantly.

* * *

A few minutes later, Alessandra hung up the phone and stared out at the city for a moment. She longed to be at the farm with her family. It would be quiet there, with only the sound of the breeze rustling the leaves on the orange trees. The stars would be out in all their glory right now, not competing with the millions of lights that surrounded her. To Alessandra, there was no place on earth safer or more peaceful than the farm. Nothing ever changed there. It was always the same—steady, calm, full of beauty and an old-world charm that grounded her in the traditions and simple pleasures of a way of life that was disappearing from the world. There was never any reason to rush, only to experience life’s little moments to the fullest. Not like here, where the world seemed to move at a pace that caused her head to spin. There was no one who ever made her feel as special as her grandfather, who looked at her and Betina as though they were the most precious humans to have ever lived. On the farm, she wasn’t just another university student. She was cherished, important even.

She also missed her little sister badly. They were only a year apart and had shared everything until the day Alessandra had left for university. A sick feeling settled over her when she thought of school. She rested her elbows on the glass tabletop and pressed her face to her hands, groaning. Her family had been counting on her to ﬁnish law school and start earning a good living to help them out, but now the amount of work she had left to do in the next month seemed almost insurmountable.

Her worrying was halted by the sound of the patio door sliding open behind her. She turned quickly to see Trey standing there in a T-shirt and shorts. He stepped out onto the patio and slid the screen shut.

“Mind if I join you?” he asked.

Alessandra gave him a small smile and nodded. “Of course. Couldn’t sleep?”

“I slept hard for a while there, but now that I’m up, I’m up. I should have taken your advice and tried to resist sleep until bedtime here.”

“You’ll get yourself straightened out soon enough. What time is it in San Diego?” Alessandra asked. She tugged her pink cardigan tighter around her and crossed her arms, feeling suddenly self-conscious around someone so handsome.

“Hmm, we’re four hours behind you, so I guess it’s suppertime there,” Trey answered, plunking himself in the chair next to hers.

“Are you hungry? I can make you something.”

Trey shook his head. “No. I’m ﬁne. Thank you, though. You don’t have to cook for me. I can always get myself something if you don’t mind me poking around in your kitchen.”

“It’s not my kitchen, so go ahead,” Alessandra said with a hint of a smile.

“And if it were your kitchen?”

Alessandra thought about the question before answering. “I actually still wouldn’t mind.” She laughed at her earlier attempt to be ominous. Trey joined in, surprising her with how pleasing the sound of his laughter was—it was deep and friendly.

When the moment passed, Alessandra studied Trey as he looked out over the city, his expression suddenly solemn. “This must all be quite a shock for you.”

Trey nodded, keeping his gaze far away. “Yeah, it is. I’ve hardly slept since I found out. I keep thinking about her and what happened. It’s just so awful, you know?” His voice was quiet and thick with emotion.

Alessandra nodded. “It really is,” she replied softly. “I’m very sorry for all three of you. Especially for her and for Tomas, having no mother to love him. But also for you. You must have cared for her a great deal, even though you weren’t together anymore.”

Trey wore a strange expression for a moment, one that Alessa couldn’t read.

“My heart is really only hurting for the two of them and everything they’ve both lost. I can’t stop thinking about it. Now the poor kid is going to be stuck with me, and to tell you the truth, when it comes to raising a child, I don’t know what the hell I’m doing.” Trey let out a puff of air, glancing over at her, his face full of doubt.

Alessandra smiled reassuringly at him, her heart breaking a little at seeing him so worried. “You’ll ﬁgure it out.”

“God, I hope so.”

“People a lot less intelligent than you manage to raise children. You can do it too. Just be patient with yourself. You might not always know what the right thing to do is, but if you learn from your mistakes, you’ll get him where he needs to go in life. The important thing is to be there for Tomas, to guide him and care for him.”

“Thanks, Alessandra. I appreciate you saying that.”
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