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TEASER:

Carla's life was turned upside down by love and blind trust that led her down a path of deceit. After nearly two decades in a relationship built on lies, she found herself facing tough choices and a whirlwind of emotions. It was then that Luke, with his scorching embrace, entered her life. As a plus-size woman, Carla had never allowed herself to be caught up in the unpredictability of passion. But life would show her that even though it was unequivocally dangerous, living that way was much more exciting.
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BLURB:

Carla always thought she was content with her normal life, her ordinary job, and her husband. But her world comes crashing down when she discovers her husband's web of lies. Abandoned and buried in debt, Carla reluctantly accepts an unexpected job offer from Luke, her charming boss. However, Luke is more than just a boss to her. He is the man whose intense gaze ignites her senses, whose chiseled body fuels her wildest fantasies. But as a plus-size woman, Carla is hesitant to let her guard down and trust another man. Yet Luke is a true champion in sports and in life, and he's determined to make Carla his prize. Can she resist the allure of his spellbinding presence and the temptation of his touch, or will she succumb to the heat of their passion and find a love she never knew existed?

Chapter I

Carla rushed out of the elevator with heavy shopping bags in her hands, struggling to open the door to her house. Once inside, she dumped everything on the floor and eagerly picked up an official-looking letter from the mailbox. It had arrived.

She couldn't help but remember the shock of discovering her empty bank account from a letter two weeks earlier, but she had kept it a secret from her mother who had helped her out with some money. Mario was missing for two days, but Carla didn't dare mention it to her mother, instead she lied about losing her credit card.

She finally opened the letter and her heart sank as she read the notice of seizure. She sat down on the sofa, feeling dizzy and wondering how this could be happening.

The white paper that she was clutching in her hand reflected the orange light of the late summer day pouring in from the large living room window. It seemed as if her life had turned upside down in the last few days. According to the notice, her salary was going to be seized and she had to contact her employer to initiate the deduction of the calculated amounts for the monthly payments. The document stated that a number of taxes related to her activity with Mario had not been paid. Panic welled up within her.

As she read the letter, tears streamed down her face. She should have suspected something earlier. The letter was just the end result of a long process that had been happening behind her back. She knew that there would be other letters and contacts that Mario had omitted from her. He had always lied to her, and she now realized that nothing he had told her about the store was true. Over the past few years, he had mismanaged everything, leading them to this insane situation.

After ten years of marriage, she couldn't believe that Mario had hidden all these problems and debts from her. She didn't know where he was now, and despite her attempts to call him, he was nowhere to be found. It was Friday, and she was expecting a phone call, but down there she knew he wasn’t calling. Two days before he disappeared, they had argued, and now everything they had built together was going to crumble. The bank had even told her that they were going to lose their house.

Until the day she decided to collect the mail, he had attempted to conceal everything. When Carla opened the letter, she had no idea what it was, her world collapsed around her when she discovered the contents. The loans were overdue, including the home loan, which had not been paid for several months, as well as the loan they had taken to improve the store. Mario decided that the store, which he had worked at since he was a child, needed investment to innovate its offerings and services. Carla had thought the idea was risky, but her husband, who had been involved in the family business for years, knew what he was doing and was trustworthy, right?

The idea was straightforward: the store needed to upgrade, expand storage space, implement a more advanced management program, and improve logistics operations to focus on online business. Following that, there was a requirement to recruit more staff and purchase more inventory to diversify the offerings, such as cell phones, laptops, tablets, and other computer components to attract a new group of customers. Apparently, it was a capable business, however, Mario's father never believed in it and he only managed to do it after his death, six years ago.

Carla picked up her cell phone once more. She messaged Ines, her best friend, who now lived far away. She told her about the new letter, and attempted to contact Mario again. She found out that his cell phone turned off and he was officially unreachable. As a result, anger, despair, and anxiety built up inside her.

Fortunately, her son Gustavo was going to spend the weekend with his grandparents. She knew she wouldn't have the strength to cope with him during the upcoming days. Gustavo was a lively, curious, and energetic seven-year-old boy, and she was aware that she couldn't pretend that everything was fine. He would be able to sense the tension, and she couldn't explain his father's absence to him either.

Where? Where would the liar of her husband be? Where?!

Feeling dissatisfied, she rose from her seat and made her way to the bathroom. Gazing into the mirror, she observed that her large brown eyes were puffy, and her blonde hair was dull and hanging wetly down her face, resting just below her shoulders. She had always preferred to keep it that way, with the same cut and shade since she was twenty years old. Carla had always been a person in love with organization, habits and routines.

She was a teacher, she was organized, she was methodical. She was simple, she was reliable, she was fulfilling. She was friendly, she was nice, she was sweet. She was a good housewife. She was a good mother. She was a normal Portuguese woman.

She was an idiot, she thought!

She scrunched up her face in disgust and splashed water on her face, which provided some relief from the accumulating problems burning her mind. Carla realized that the principal of the school where she taught English and Portuguese would contact her soon to inquire about the situation. As soon as she heard about the garnishment on her salary, Carla knew that this woman would try to scrutinize her life to the fullest, and in the end, suggest that she be fired with the excuse that she had too many problems to deal with, and that this would interfere with her work and concentration, seriously harming the students.

Carla had witnessed two colleagues go through a similar experience, one in the midst of leaving a violent husband who continued to stalk her even at work, and the other having to suddenly care for her terminally ill mother. However, neither of them received any empathy from the principal and were swiftly terminated from their positions.

"Oh my God, I can't lose my job!" she moaned out loud, and the tears started to flow again.

And what about her house? How would she tell her parents that she was going to lose the apartment they had helped her so hard to acquire?

The price of the apartment was steep, and they couldn't afford it when they got married. It was a recently constructed building located in an upscale neighborhood of Oporto, with convenient access to numerous services and a nearby college. The avenue where it was located was a major thoroughfare connecting to the downtown area. Thanks to the financial assistance provided by her parents, Carla was able to make a sizable down payment on the apartment and secure a loan that she and Mario could easily repay. However, now the question remained: how would she explain this to her parents?

And what about her son, Gustavo? It was no longer feasible to keep him enrolled in his current school, given the cost. Carla sat on the edge of the bathtub, feeling small and defeated. Sending Gustavo to that school had been a personal goal, and she had seen the tuition as a long-term investment in her son's future. Now, however, she felt that her son's future had been mortgaged, and the thought filled her with anguish.

Until a few days earlier, her life had been perfect, but now it all seemed like a surreal nightmare from which she hoped to wake up at any moment. However, she knew that this was her new reality. The sense of security and comfort that once defined her life was gone. Mario was no longer her confidante, and their home was no longer a safe haven. Nothing would ever be the same again, and Carla reluctantly accepted this fact.

The sound of her cell phone interrupted her thoughts. Walking to the bedroom, she found it on the dresser and saw that Inês had responded to her earlier message on WhatsApp, expressing concern. Sitting down on the bed, Carla poured out all her fears and worries to her friend. Despite the distance between them, she always felt closer to Inês.

It was only when the room started to grow dark that Carla realized it was already 8pm. She got up and went to put away the groceries she had left at the entrance. Remembering her friend's words of encouragement, she took a deep breath and headed to her home office. There was only one way to forget everything that night: to work.

She had to prepare for her classes and edit two texts that Helena had sent her. They were books by new authors that would help her escape from her troubles. Carla decided to start with those.

Seated at her desk, she jotted down a reminder in her planner to call Helena on Monday, emphasizing the importance of acquiring more work. It was crucial to secure as much income as possible. With her uncertain future at the school, the house, and Mario's absence, one thing was certain: debts would endure, persisting long after everything else had crumbled. The thought of this weighed heavily on her mind.

Chapter II

Helena suggested lunch. She noticed a tremor in her voice that was not usual. Carla was a happy and lively person. They agreed to meet near the school where Carla taught. She had been working there since her son was born. When she couldn't find a job in a public school after her maternity leave, she answered some ads from private schools, and that one, well-regarded in the city, was a lucky strike.

Carla had known Helena since college, they did the same Literature course at the Faculty of Letters. Carla's dream was to be a teacher and Helena's was to write and be a writer. She even managed to publish a book and unexpectedly married the owner of the publishing company. Carla remembered the beautiful love story that her friend lived and that ended about five years ago with Raul's death. Helena was now in charge of the publishing company.

Since Helena took a role in the publishing company, Carla received revision and editing work, which meant extra income that she didn't reject. It was a good complement and as she loved doing that type of work, she combined the useful with the enjoyable.

With this meeting, she intended to make it clear to her friend that she didn't accept more work before because of  lack of time, but now she would have all the time in the world. She would do her best to accept all the work that her friend could find for her. She desperately needed money.

When she entered the restaurant, her friend waved happily to see her. Carla was feeling the same, after Inês, Helena was the person closest to her heart and she had complete trust in her. She was a good friend, always showing it.

"How good to see you, Carla!" Helena smiled. She was a very beautiful and elegant woman, with wavy hair with copper highlights and intense blue eyes. She was naturally thin and always wore a pantsuit, with the same type of cut, just alternating the colors. She was unmistakable. On that day, the suit was gray combined with a white silk top.

Carla tried to smile back, but the smile showed how nervous she was.

"Tell me what's going on, Carly. Please! I noticed something in your voice when you called me." Helena gave her hand over the table, in a comforting gesture.

"I don't even know where to start, Lena, I don't know...," Carla lowered her gaze to the plate in front of her. How to tell her friend? How to tell her that life had just fallen apart without her realizing it? She was dying of shame... And how to say that she knew nothing about her husband for four nights? How does one say something like this?

With difficulty, she opened up and told Helena everything that happened in the past few weeks, from the moment she opened that damn letter to last Friday when she received the wage garnishment notice.

Helena was shocked, she knew Mario. In her mind, Mario and Carla were almost a single entity. She had always known them together; they were the most normal and regular couple she knew. She thought there was such a great understanding between them that they were probably communicating telepathically. She was wrong!

Carla and Mario had been married for eleven years, but they were together for almost twenty in total. When Helena met Carla, in her freshman year of college, her friend already had a three-year relationship. They had been high school sweethearts, a teenage love that grew and matured along with them. Carla had never met another man. After meeting Mario, she never even showed interest in another man. Helena and the others, including Ines, even made bets on the end of their relationship every year, but they stayed firm and united and as soon as Carla finished her degree, the marriage happened.

"How is this possible? My God!" Helena was pale. It all seemed like an alternate reality and she fully understood the magnitude of the problem her friend was in. "You'll need a good lawyer, Carla! You need  to get urgent advice!" she emphasized.

"Could you talk to your brother-in-law, Lena?" Carla referred to Abel, Raul's brother. If there was someone who could help her, it was him!

"I'll talk with him, of course I will ... yes, i will" blushing, Helena lowered her eyes and picked up her cell phone. She had to do this for her friend. She sent a message to Abel. He would schedule an appointment with Carla as soon as possible, she knew it. Abel was a great lawyer, cold and relentless, she knew him well, their relationship was hard, but for her friend she would make the sacrifice of talking to him. The matter was too important.

They finally ordered lunch and tried to talk about other things, but it was difficult. The conversation, inevitably, revolved around the same subject.

"I think you even lost weight..." Helena evaluated discreetly. She didn't want to upset her friend. She knew that the issue of weight had always been a bit of an embarrassment for her, but she was noticing a fact. To Helena, Carla was perfect, even with extra weight. The feeling she had about it was funny, because for her, Carla was not a fat person. She was a big woman, plump, the so-called plus size, but she couldn't say that she was fat. She knew that, in reality, it was the negative connotation of the word that she rejected and couldn't label her friend with it, but Carla was a beautiful woman, blonde, with a full chest, a thin waist, wide hips and a little pronounced belly. To say she wasn't an attractive woman was a lie. Carla was sexy and knew how to dress herself sharply. Summing up she always had a sweet and captivating aura. Helena knew how to recognize it.

In the midst of these thoughts, she remembered Mario.

"Where do you think he might be?" she asked as she took the lemonade glass to her lips. Their orders were already on the table.

"I have no idea," Carla sighed.

"Do you suspect any woman...?" she probed cautiously, the subject was harsh.

Carla froze and looked at her friend. Just as this thought occurred to her, she was shocked. Something in her chest seemed to break. She believed that he was only hiding out of cowardice, because he couldn't face her, but... what if Helena was right and there was actually someone else?

"I don't want to believe he could betray me, Helena!" she confessed, shaking her head, trying to shake that hypothesis from her thoughts, the doubts were in her head permanently... Mario... that Mario had nothing to do with the man she fell in love with... or did he? Carla was so confused.

"I want to focus on finding more sources of income, because Gustavo is the one who will suffer the most from all this and I can't, even, let this mortgage be his future! I can't," Carla's voice shook again.

Helena confirmed, nodding. She perfectly understood what she meant.

"Lena, if you have any job opportunities for me, besides the reviews I have done, please tell me, ok? I will need everything I can get, I won't sleep if I have to, I don't know... I will change the planets and the stars if needed... whatever it takes... really need to get more money..." she begged, without hiding her distress.

Helena touched her hand again and assured her she would. As soon as she had more work to pass, she would do it, she could trust. And Carla really trusted her. 

She was relieved to have opened her heart to Helena and put her in the loop of everything. She had decided that she wouldn't be ashamed, she was in a phase where she needed all the help she could get...

Back in the car, after lunch, she picked up her cell phone hoping to have a call from Mario, but no... nothing... he had really disappeared...

What a coward... who was that man? Carla's head was racing all sorts of insults as she started the car and drove out of the parking lot without even looking in the rearview mirror. She only realized the foolishness of what she had done when she heard the brakes behind her squealing loudly, due to the sudden stop the other driver had to make. 

However, the collision was inevitable, the car hit her back door, pushing it completely inwards. Oh no no no... Carla couldn't believe it. She couldn't be needing this any less. All the pressure of the day burst and she froze, unable to get out of the car, she was scared, about to panic... oh my God, now what? How was she going to deal with such a situation? She had never dealt with this type of thing before. It was always Mario who took care of everything. 

She looked in the rearview mirror and saw the man getting out of the sports car he was driving. Despite the panic that overwhelmed her, she couldn't help but widen her eyes. The man was incredibly tall and muscular. He was wearing a green tank top and hiking shorts. In the blazing sun, she couldn't tell if his hair was light brown or dark blonde, but his eyes were definitely green. This man could be the most handsome man she had ever seen in her life. 

He walked up to her car and asked her to roll down the window. Other cars were honking as they passed by. They were blocking the way. She rolled down the window. 

"What were you thinking when you drove out of the parking lot like that?" he probed irritably. 

Carla noticed a certain accent in his voice. "I...” she didn't know what to say. Besides, she felt intimidated by the man, his looks, and his size. She put her head out the window and looked at his car more closely. She had no idea what kind of car it was. She knew her car's brand because she had to, but she was completely ignorant on the subject. 

However, even without understanding anything about cars, she knew perfectly well that it was a luxury car and must cost much more than her apartment. 

"Are you not going to get out of the car to see the damage you've done?" he rudely asked, frightening her. 

Carla looked at him trying to find some kind of sympathy, but the man was pissed. 

Suddenly, an idea hit her: how would she pay for that damage? The car was expensive, she didn't even know much about friendly agreements and insurance. She didn't know how she would pay to fix her own car, let alone his. Her? The one who had to ask her mother for money? The one who had no money in the account and had debts piling up every day? No, she couldn't... she had no way of doing it... she had to leave... yes... she had to flee, there was no other solution, she had to flee... She felt her heart pounding and panic finally consumed her. 

The shock made her react in the most stupid and childish way possible. She shut the  window quickly, turned the key, and sped away from the accident scene, leaving the man furious, gesturing energetically and saying, certainly, swear words that she couldn't hear. On the way to school, she only prayed that he hadn't memorized her license plate. Oh, God!!! What has she done? She felt like a criminal...

Chapter III

The period Carla was living in was not easy and began leaving its marks. She wasn't sleeping well, her son was practically living with his grandparents and every day she discovered another lie from Mario. He had closed the store four months ago and Carla hadn't even noticed. He had sold the stock, but the money generated from it was nowhere to be found. When she contacted the accountant, he admitted that Mario had fired him over half a year ago, and the discovery of the file box hidden in her apartment office, with all the correspondence that had arrived in her name, simply left her at a loss. How long would it take to get over all that pain? 

She hated Mario more and more each day and the feeling of detachment was higher  each day as well. Helena's doubt about a possible infidelity was growing in her. In fact, if she thought about all those actions, everything seemed premeditated, as if he knew in advance that the day Carla found out, he would have to flee. The doubt was hurting her. And if he had gone off with someone? And what if he had planned everything with someone? How had he lived with her all those days, slept with her, made love with her... as if nothing was happening... How had she never suspected anything? No matter how gullible she was, she was still an idiot. The right word to describe her was indeed that, an idiot!!

Carla knew the whole situation would make her a different person. She felt that her soul was hardening with sadness and disappointment, and that her heart was shrinking. The moment she told her parents that her husband had abandoned her in a sea of debt and she had no idea where he was, was one of the most traumatic moments of her life. Facing her father was the hardest part of that conversation. The sadness she saw in his eyes was immense and she felt very guilty for leaving him like that. Just as she suspected, her father offered to give her all the money she needed to live until she was in a better situation, as well as paying for all the expenses she would have with the lawyer. He suggested that Gustavo could stay with them, to ease the expenses. She chose not to bring Gustavo home. This way she could keep him from the truth about his father's disappearance with a hypothetical business trip to a place where access to social media and phone service was complicated. She believed that this way she would avoid the boy constantly asking about his father, and to her surprise, Gustavo seemed to accept the excuse very well.

Carla knew it wouldn't be long before she had to reveal to him what was really happening but she agreed with her parents that they would only tell him the truth when they had found a solution for everything. Her hope was that her husband would eventually appear.

Her mother tried to flood her with optimism, an intrinsic characteristic of Mrs. Noémia, but Carla couldn't see any light at the end of the tunnel.

When she met with Abel, she realized that the only solution was to pay off all the debts. He wanted to help, but the legal proceedings had been going on for a while and there was no other way. He explained to her that she could end up losing the house, as she had tax debts and could not sell it, not even the apartment in the center of Oporto, which she had rented since she inherited it from one of her aunts. In the event of trying to reach a settlement with the bank to hand over the property where she lived, her spouse would have to participate in the process and this would be impossible if he was still missing. Abel had stressed that Mario had to be found. He had some contacts that might help her understand if he had left the country or not. This might help them to report his disappearance to the authorities and thus resolve some of the problems.

He also warned her about the possibility of seizure proceedings being underway and that she should expect to be surprised at home someday. He also told her that if she could close the house for a while and not be there at all, they might be able to avoid seizures and delay this type of action. Perhaps if Carla went to live with her parents...

She didn't want that, it would be too painful to see her parents' distress with her situation up close... it would be terrible. All those doubts were excruciating. She had the apartment in the city center, but would she give up the rent? At this moment, it was this little money that allowed her to eat and move to work. Her parents would pay Gustavo's school fees, since her salary disappeared as soon as it hit the account.

In a short time, Mario, in his selfishness, was depriving her of everything. Depriving her of life and happiness, depriving her of the peace of her everyday life. He was forcing her to change routines... Oh, God, how she hated changing routines!

Whenever she entered the school, she thought of the moment when the principal would call her to meet her in the main office and imagined a thousand scenarios of conversations they would have about the fact that her salary had received a seizure order. She was aware that the principal would humiliate her and dismiss her without hesitation. That woman could not bear the idea that her teachers had personal problems. She would classify them as scandalous or condemnable, and say it would capture their focus more than the classes themselves.

Carla would be very sorry, for the students' sake, but she knew that as soon as she was invited to leave that job, that school, she would do so immediately. Carla knew she would not have the strength to endure a battle with that awful woman. She was called Dr. Hag down the hallways for a reason.

But, in the end, where would Carla find the money she needed to pay off the recent debt roll? Unfortunately, she would have to rethink her attitude in such a scenario, the main probability was her to be obliged to eat that crow and fight for her position as a teacher, yes; her livelihood depended on that job.

She was also obsessed with expenses and every time she made a payment, she would think of the car crash that she still hadn't gotten fixed. Carla would always shiver when she thought about what she had done. She fled the scene of the accident! She had been reckless and stupid! She lived in terror of having her license plate identified by  the owner of the luxury car and having the police showing up at her door. It had been irrational and childish, and when she confessed it to Inês during one of their many video calls, Inês was shocked and didn't understand why she had acted that way.

Carla also couldn't explain it. Perhaps the man had intimidated her to that extent.

The encounter was brief, but she remembered every detail of his face, his green eyes, and how tall and muscular he was. She had never seen anyone like him and, honestly, he seemed to have come out of a movie screen. Men
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