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A major romantic disappointment leads Lizandra to leave her hometown and accept a job offer in Rio de Janeiro, but her impulsive act leads her into a scam. Lizandra finds herself trapped in a big city where she knows absolutely no one. However, an accident introduces her to wonderful people, and perhaps she has found a true family.

Now, she just needs to convince the handsome and arrogant Heitor Alves de Bragança that she's not a con artist willing to take advantage of people who have only helped her.
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​

​Lizandra (Lily to her friends)

Today was quite busy at my aunt's inn, and I barely had time for even a simple meal. My arms were already sore from the repetitive effort with the broom and various other tasks I had been doing since I woke up in the morning. It's always like this in the summer, especially on the last day of the year when the chalets are fully booked for the traditional New Year's Eve celebration in São Miguel do Gostoso.

It was a great relief when my work hours finally came to an end, and I began dreaming of a good shower and meeting up with my boyfriend. I was in the process of putting away the cleaning tools for the guests' chalets when I smelled the sweet and strong perfume of Aunt Lucrecia, and a sense of dread crept over me.

"Lily, dear," she said immediately, and I shuddered with disgust. "I know you were finishing your shift, but one of our best guests just arrived, and you need to provide some extra towels for him."

"But, aunt..." I began to protest.

"No complaints, Lily!" she interrupted. "What's the harm in leaving a few towels for Luciano Monteiro?"

So, it was indeed a VIP guest, and my aunt always caters to his every whim, no matter how absurd it might be.

"It's already past eight in the evening, and I've been working for nearly twelve hours, Aunt," I pointed out with weariness. "I need food and rest, as tomorrow it all starts again."

I couldn't stay silent this time, as I was nearing exhaustion. I had been working for almost a month without a single day off since the summer began in Gostoso, one of the most beloved tourist destinations in Brazil that attracts many visitors throughout the year.

"Don't give me any drama, Lily," she said, quite annoyed. "You know Luciano always prefers to be attended to by you. After delivering the towels, you can do whatever you want, you lazy ungrateful girl."

Even though I was tired and eager to end the day, I realized it was better not to contradict my aunt. She could become quite cruel when angry, and I wasn't in the physical condition to endure all her insults, let alone the speech she always gives whenever she gets upset with me.

"I'm going to get the towels," I said, turning away without bothering with any kind of cordial farewell.

I preferred to postpone my rest a little rather than argue with Lucrécia once again, which had become quite common in the last few months. Our relationship had been getting more tense every day since I received an offer to move to Rio de Janeiro and work as a model.

I hadn't accepted, after all, I wouldn't trust offers like that when the internet is full of stories of people, especially young women like me, who had been deceived and fallen for scams involving work in the southeast of the country, especially when it came to something as glamorous as being a model.

Thinking about this made me nervous and irritated, especially when I remembered my aunt's crude words telling me to use my beauty for something useful like winning over a millionaire tourist.

"You should stop wasting time with a poor guy like Samuel and accept the offers from tourists, silly girl," she repeated whenever she had the chance. "If Juliana had your beauty, I'm sure she wouldn't be in Gostoso anymore but in Europe with some rich man, living surrounded by luxury, like Lourdes did."

I smirked cynically as I recalled one of her sermons and the face my cousin made when she got caught up in her delusions, as Juliana wasn't the person her mother believed her to be. Besides being quite introverted, she always told me that she would never get involved with someone because of money or status, as her mother constantly suggested she would.

But it's better to pay attention to what I was doing and forget about my aunt, so I grabbed some clean and neatly folded towels that were packaged and ready for use. I quickly went to one of the chalets in the inn, even though my aunt hadn't told me which one her VIP guest was in. Luciano Monteiro has one of the chalets reserved with us, as this is one of his favorite destinations to bring his business partners.

"Oh, you're already here!" Luciano commented with obvious satisfaction as he opened the door for me.

"I brought the clean towels," I said, trying to hand over the package and leave as quickly as possible.

"Don't go now," he requested in a friendly tone. "I enjoy your company, Lily."

I didn't like the way some guests behaved towards me, especially when they spoke with such familiarity, even though I hadn't given any indication of that. But to avoid my aunt losing customers, I always kept quiet in the face of such behavior. Lucrécia would never forgive me if a guest left her inn because of me.

"I'm sorry, Mr. Monteiro," I politely replied, "but I made plans to meet with my boyfriend in a few minutes, and I'm not even ready yet."

I always made a point to emphasize that I have a boyfriend, and I hated having to do that because a simple "no" should be enough. But I couldn't afford to leave any room for more inappropriate behavior and certainly couldn't displease my aunt.

"Of course, of course," the man quickly agreed, but then an unwanted suggestion came, "Won't you join us for the fireworks? We can meet there."

I wished not to say anything about that. I didn't want to imply anything remotely personal between us, but I had to emphasize once again.

"I'll be with my boyfriend, Mr. Monteiro."

Faced with the guest's displeased expression, I just smiled and excused myself after finally handing over the towels.

I tried not to let anything of what I was truly feeling show at that moment and quickly walked to my aunt's house, conveniently located just a few meters away from the main building of the inn, where all the administrative part, as well as the reception, was located.

I entered the house in a hurry, not wanting to risk encountering my aunt again that night, as she would surely assign me some last-minute task. I needed a long and relaxing shower, something I did as soon as I found myself inside the tiny bathroom.

Lucrécia's house is small and without any luxury. Her interest was solely focused on the inn, where she made a good amount of money. So there were a few pieces of furniture and some visible repairs to be done, but that didn't bother me. Worse than anything else was her personality, and I was starting to seriously consider accepting Samuel's marriage proposal and finally leaving that house and getting away from my aunt.

But what I feared the most was having to stay in the same city as her. Despite being a beautiful place with a strong tourist appeal, I might not be able to find a job in any other establishment. Everyone would question why I didn't work for my aunt, after all, her inn was one of the best in the city.

No one truly knows how unpleasant Lucrécia can be, a petty and cruel woman who, for some dark mystery, raised me since her sister Lourdes left with a foreigner she met at the same inn, leaving behind a five-year-old daughter.

My aunt made a point of reminding me of this fact and highlighting how kind she was for raising a child who wasn't hers, even though she was a widowed and lonely woman with a small daughter of her own.

Juliana is Lucrécia's daughter and is twenty-two years old, practically the same age as me, with only a two-year difference. My cousin and I are very close friends, and despite her mother's difficult temperament, we manage to live in relative peace and have never had major conflicts with each other.

She had gone to visit one of her college friends; she was majoring in business administration at a university in Natal, the state capital, over a hundred kilometers away from São Miguel. She was currently on vacation and took the opportunity to go out and have some fun.

After feeling adequately fed, exhaustion seemed to have left me, and I felt energetic enough to leave the house that night and meet my boyfriend, whom I hadn't seen for days. I decided to surprise Samuel and go to his house. I was sure he would be very happy to see me after so many days apart, even though we had agreed that he would pick me up at home around eleven o'clock, and there was still over an hour left.

We planned to watch the fireworks together on the waterfront of Gostoso and then take a stroll along the beach and spend some time together.

Now, with great enthusiasm, I quickly changed out of the comfortable clothes I was wearing into a light and white strappy dress. The night was warm, and anything more than that seemed unnecessary, I thought with a smile.

I walked hastily—a habit of mine to move quickly and do everything in a rush—and a few minutes later, I was standing in front of Samuel's house, which was all dark, indicating he wasn't home. As the house had no front walls and was surrounded by verandas, I decided to sit on one of the chairs there, intending to send a message to my boyfriend and check where he was.

I was typing when I heard something resembling moans. Moans? I questioned my choice of words but remained silent and stood up. Probably someone had taken advantage of the absence of the homeowners and was using the veranda's hammocks for rather inappropriate things, I thought with displeasure.

Accustomed to the dimness of the place, I analyzed my options, but soon concluded that I shouldn't report the couple of lovers—it was becoming increasingly clear that it was that—because the moans were becoming more "intense."

I decided to leave as soon as possible. I didn't want to know who the people were and was about to descend the veranda stairs and leave when a louder moan and a very audible request made me freeze in place.

"Harder, Samuel!"

I recognize that voice...

"More, my love!"

Juliana!?
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​Chapter 2 — Double Betrayal
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​

​Lizandra

I'm in shock. 

Were my ears deceiving me? The female voice moaning like a cat in heat, and the name she repeated incessantly, was what I thought I was hearing. Maybe it would be better to leave and pretend that none of this was happening.

"Delicious!"

Now it was a male voice's turn to speak and then release something very similar to a roar, which left me completely disgusted, and a strong feeling of indignation with the situation I was experiencing at that moment started to form within me. I needed to take action, but my feet seemed to be planted on the expansive veranda floor.

"Let's get up, Jú. I'm covered in sweat and need a shower."

There was no doubt about the owner of the male voice anymore, and I was facing a harsh betrayal.

"Wait, let me fix my dress, Sam," Juliana requested with a smile in her voice.

I could hear their steps and the laughter getting closer. I was at the front of the veranda, and I deduced they were right at the beginning of the lateral part, as quickly they were turning the "corner" and appearing before me, still standing like a betrayed idiot statue.

"So, it's 'Jú' and 'Sam'?" I asked ironically.

They abruptly stopped, almost colliding with each other upon realizing my presence on the veranda. 

"It's not what you're thinking, Lily!" Samuel quickly said, raising his hand, evidently trying to evade blame.

"Of course not," I said with a scornful smile. "You were moaning because it's fun to do it behind my back, right?"

"We were going to tell you, cousin," Juliana had the decency to admit. "But you're always so tired to meet Sam that he didn't have the chance."

To make the scene even more interesting, as soon as Juliana said that, Samuel approached her, and he wrapped his arm around her shoulders, which she soon reciprocated, forming the "millionaire" couple.

"So, the blame for you two having an affair behind my back and making me look like a fool is mine for not having time available for my boyfriend? Is that what you mean, Juliana!?"

"I didn't say that!" Juliana protested. "We fell in love, and it just happened, it wasn't planned. And nothing should have happened between us before Sam ended things with you, but for days he's been trying to do that."

I felt even worse hearing this explanation because when Samuel said a few days ago that he needed to talk about something very important, I thought he was going to propose to me again. I even concluded that this time I would accept his proposal. I could never have imagined that what he wanted to say was about his passion for my cousin and their desire to be together.

"You're a nice and easy-going girl, Lily," Samuel continued with the humiliation, "but after years of dating you, I realized I don't love you."

"Great that you found that out now, isn't it? Imagine if I had accepted your marriage proposal a few months ago, and you only discovered this sudden passion for Juliana after we were married. After all, the fact that she's 'giving' you something I didn't has nothing to do with it, right?"

"Don't be so low, Lizandra! Samuel and I love each other, and we're going to be together."

"Enjoy it, 'Jú'..."

I didn't stay for another second in that place and descended the stairs two steps at a time, trying to get away as quickly as possible from that veranda and those two cowardly traitors—my cousin and my boyfriend. Who would have thought that the shy and introverted Juliana would be so bold, I thought with cynicism. She didn't even wait for the wedding to give herself to her great love. Haha, it seems like a joke.

I walked boldly through the streets of São Miguel do Gostoso, paying no attention to the various people all around, the majority of them smiling and bronzed from hours on the beautiful and warm beaches of the city. Many beautiful and happy people, but I felt neither. I just wanted to get to my room and let out all the tears I was holding back at great cost.

But my discouragement grew even more when I encountered Luciano Monteiro, as I was sure he would offer to accompany me to the inn, and I had no desire to talk to anyone, let alone force myself to be friendly with a stranger.

"Well, if it isn't the most beautiful girl in town right in front of me," Luciano joked.

I forced my best smile, and that was all I could manage.

"Are you heading home?" he asked the one thing I feared the most. "Lucrécia was looking for you."

Those words set off an alarm in my brain, "Oh no!" I was not inclined to talk to my aunt now, and even less to do anything she might ask of me today. Only then did I realize that the best thing to do at the moment is not to go back home now?

But where could I go alone? I had no other place to go.

"I'm not going home," I replied succinctly.

Luciano seemed quite pleased with my answer and soon made the offer I already anticipated he would make, inviting me again to go with him to see the fireworks. Due to a lack of options, I accepted.

We walked through the streets together, but I tried to keep as much distance as possible from Luciano. I didn't want anyone to think there was something between us. After all, in a small town like Gostoso, everything was a reason for rumors about the residents.

"Where's your little boyfriend?" Luciano asked, starting the conversation in the wrong way.

"I will meet him later; he doesn't need to know what happened, and I can use this as an excuse to leave when necessary."

Luciano insisted that I accompany him to one of the upscale hotels on the waterfront, where a big party with nationally famous artists was happening. However, I could never accept something like that. I wasn't even dressed to go to a high-end place like that! When he realized that he wouldn't convince me, he opted to stay on the waterfront, where many people were gathering to witness the New Year's Eve festivities. While he had a few drinks, I accepted only a soda.

But as I looked at the people and thought about the great disappointment I experienced that night, I also questioned what would happen from now on when everyone found out that my boyfriend and my cousin had simply discovered that they love each other and want to be together.

However, it never crossed my mind that it would happen so quickly until I saw, like in a horrible nightmare, the newest couple walking hand in hand in front of everyone, not caring for a second how I would feel about it.

"Isn't that your cousin... Juliana?" Luciano asked with a smile, which soon became even bigger upon seeing my cousin's companion. "Isn't the one hugging her your..."

"Yes..." I confirmed with difficulty, a lump forming in my throat. "It's him."
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​Chapter 3 — That Girl...
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​Heitor

After much insistence from Heloísa, I had agreed to accompany her to spend New Year's Eve in São Miguel do Gostoso, and now I questioned why I always ended up giving in to the whims of my annoying and impulsive sister. Soon, I answered myself: I love her, despite everything.

"You should try to have some fun, Heitor!" Heloisa repeated the same phrase for the umpteenth time that night. "You're always so proper."

"I'm a responsible guy, is that what you meant?" I suggested ironically.

"A bore! That's what Heloisa meant," Bernardo said, butting into the conversation.

"I don't remember anyone asking for your opinion, Bernardo," I replied rudely.

"Guys, can we just enjoy New Year's Eve?" Heloísa tried once again. "Is that possible or not?"

"Heloísa is right," Catarina says in a conciliatory tone. "What do you think about going down and joining the other guests to watch the fireworks?"

Everyone agreed to Catarina's suggestion, and we asked for the check for the drinks we had at the hotel bar. We joined the majority of other guests in the party area near the pool, where several tables were set up with a complete and appealing buffet, featuring many traditional New Year's Eve dishes and also regional Northeastern cuisine.

While trying some delicacies, I looked around the venue, recognizing some faces and hoping that Heloísa and Bernardo would soon find interesting company and forget about Catarina and me. Once that happened, I planned to return to my suite and sleep. I was bored; that was the only word that could define my current state. I was sure my girlfriend wouldn't mind missing the rest of the "party."

Catarina and I have been dating for two years, and I plan to propose to her on my grandfather Vicente's birthday, which will happen in a month. This will be my gift to the patriarch of the Alves de Bragança family, considering that his greatest wish at the moment is for his grandchildren to get married and have children. He can't wait to have children running around the gardens of his mansion.

Despite the plans for an imminent marriage, I can't say that I love my girlfriend because I don't believe in love and don't think I will ever fall in love. The only reason I chose her to be my wife is the bond between our families and the fact that I've known Catarina for years, and we have a lot of affinity with each other.

I don't see any problem in having a calm relationship, or as Bernardo always insists on saying a lukewarm and unexciting relationship. But my best friend's opinion and that of the biggest womanizer I know don't matter.

"What do you think about going back to our suite?" I asked discreetly, right after midnight and after losing sight of Heloísa and Bernardo.

"Let's stay just a little longer..." Catarina asked in a strange tone of voice.

I looked closely at my girlfriend when she took another glass of champagne from the passing waiter's tray, and I'm sure that should be at least the fourth time I've seen her do that.

"Do you think you've had enough to drink for one night?" I asked, not disguising the disapproval in my voice.

Catarina seemed to be very focused on something on the other side of the huge pool and didn't even bother to pay attention to what I was saying, which bothered me a lot.

"Catarina?" I tried.

"Yes?" Despite the response, I didn't have her attention, and I noticed a clear expression of displeasure on her face.

I looked once again in the direction Catarina was so interested in, but I didn't understand what she was seeing. However, I soon realized that Bernardo was already kissing some random girl, something quite common for my friend and shouldn't be a surprise to any of us.

"What's the problem?" I asked, already irritated with Catarina's strange behavior.

"There's no problem at all," she replied with annoyance. "We're all free to do whatever we want, right?"

That question left me astonished and seemed more rhetorical, as she didn't even wait for me to respond and was already turning the glass and drinking the entire content in a single, long gulp.

"What's bothering you? I don't understand."

Catarina didn't answer me and, in a quite inappropriate and surprising manner, turned her back and walked away through the crowd without even looking back, leaving me without understanding anything that had just happened.

I decided to wait sometime before returning to our suite, the place where I believed Catarina might be. However, when I arrived at the room, there was no sign of her passing through the luxurious accommodations of the luxury hotel where we were staying.

"Where could she be?"

Now I was truly worried about my girlfriend. After all, she wasn't in her normal state, and being alone out there could be very dangerous.

Catarina is a beautiful black woman with straight hair, cut shoulder-length. She has a slim and delicate body with extremely elegant long legs, creating a very striking image that could attract the attention of some ill-intentioned person, which is quite concerning.

Thinking about it made me return to the location where the celebration was happening, and it was even more crowded now that a very successful singer had started performing. Still, I walked through the entire area, attentive to any sign of Catarina or anyone who could provide information about her.

Luckily, I found my sister, who, as I expected, was hugging a man with whom she seemed to be having a great time. I felt quite uncomfortable interrupting their moment.

"I don't know where Catarina is," I said all at once.

Heloísa became as concerned as I was, and we agreed to go in different directions, communicating with each other in case either of us found my girlfriend.

I also decided to search along the beachfront and walked, attentive to everyone around. However, a lonely girl sitting by the sea caught my attention. Even though I was sure it wasn't Catarina, something made me stop and observe her actions.

The sea seemed to be getting closer to where the girl was, as each wave broke closer to her, and she didn't seem to mind getting wetter. I thought she might have fallen asleep, but her shoulders were shaking strongly, and I understood that she was crying copiously.

Another concerning fact was that the beach in that area was almost deserted, with few people walking toward the busier part, indicating it would become even emptier over time. However, the girl either didn't realize or wished to be completely alone to cry her very painful tears.

For some reason, I couldn't walk away and pretend I hadn't seen that clearly sad and even... depressing scene of a girl crying alone on New Year's Eve, while the beach waves soaked her more and more.
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​Chapter 4 — Who is he?
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​Lizandra

After seeing Samuel and Juliana together in front of the entire town on New Year's Eve, it was impossible to stay strong and pretend that nothing was happening when I was bleeding inside.

I ended up accepting a glass of some drink Luciano offered me, drinking the entire contents in one gulp, which immediately made me dizzy and gave me a strange sense of euphoria in the midst of what I was experiencing as I saw the two traitors happily smiling after making a fool out of me.

Despite feeling dizzy and tempted to laugh at my misfortune, I tried to control myself at all costs and dodged Luciano the first chance I got. The drink hadn't completely taken over me, and I wandered along the beach, dipping my feet in the waves, desperately wishing those strange sensations would disappear, which wasn't happening.

Without even realizing what I was doing, I sat on the sand and admired the sea and the waves breaking ever closer to where I was as if enchanted by the sight. Gradually, reality dawned on me, and tears didn't take long to bubble up.

"I believe you haven't noticed, but the sea is advancing more and more..." A deep and very masculine voice spoke near me.

Upon hearing the warning words, I was startled because I wasn't aware of the people passing by me. All I could think about was Juliana and Samuel together and what people must be saying about it.

"I'm not afraid of water, sir," I replied with no interest in getting to know the owner of the beautiful voice.

"Maybe you're not afraid of water, but I believe you also don't intend to drown," he retorted in a tone heavy with irony.

"Maybe I do intend to drown," I said without really thinking about my words.

Quite inappropriately, the man approached even closer to where I was, and I felt that he was now right behind me, as his body's shadow covered me, from what I could perceive, he was a big man, which matched perfectly with his voice.

"I have the impression that you're too old to be a rebellious teenager and too young to carry such a heavy burden on your shoulders."

Once again, the man's words bothered me, as did his unwanted presence. At the same time, and in a rather crazy way, he didn't evoke any kind of fear, even though it was just the two of us on an almost deserted beach in the early hours of the first day of the new year.

"Go away!" I spoke loudly and impulsively.

Even I surprised myself with my behavior and once again realized that I was out of control.

"Something tells me I shouldn't leave you alone here," the man said calmly, but his tone contained a fair amount of irony.

I stood up from the ground and decided to look at this utterly inconvenient man. I intended to tell him to go away, but now, looking directly into his eyes, a certain disarray in my heart made me question if I had done the right thing.

He's tall, I believe over six feet, and his appearance blends rebellion with seriousness in a rather complex way. His expression indicates a man who rarely smiles, and even the social cut of his hair suggests a more closed personality.

His eyes and hair are as black as night, and there's no sign of a beard on his face, revealing a dimple on his chin that might make some women sigh. His athletic body is well-defined, as he's wearing a button-up shirt with sleeves rolled up to the elbows, showing no signs of a protruding belly.

Completely out of place, there's something about him that made me question that pretentious personality. The man wears an earring in his left ear, and that truly stands out. A smirk on his well-made masculine face made me realize I had been staring at him for longer than socially acceptable, bringing me back to reality.

"I just want to be alone," I spoke again, rudely. "If you don't leave, I'll move myself."

"I don't know what happened to you, but that doesn't give you the right to be rude to me."

What an idiot!

"You're being intrusive, and I'm rude!? Oh, please!"

The man stared at me attentively for a few more seconds before calmly, yet still condescendingly, saying, "I'm looking for my girlfriend and thought I was helping her, but it seems I was mistaken."

He turned his back and began walking back to the busier part of the beach, and before I could control my bitterness and acidity, I ended up speaking loudly enough for him to hear:

"Maybe she's out there with one of your cousins..."

My words made him stop and look in my direction, leading me to conclude with cynicism.

"Do you not have any cousins? Then it must be your best friend, or whatever! Probably cheating on you with someone on New Year's Eve."

Yes, I was bitter and cruel to a stranger on the first day of the year. Well, I truly don't care.

"I'm just trying to help, but it seems you're a venomous girl," the stranger pointed out disdainfully. "That's probably why you're here alone, waiting for the water to cover you once and for all."

The harsh words – understandable in response to what I had said – left me perplexed and speechless, and the man walked back in the same direction as before without saying anything else. It wasn't necessary; he had been as cruel as I was, and I couldn't accuse him of exaggerating. I was the only one to blame for the scene that unfolded at home, and I was the one who overreacted the most that night.

I remained still on the sand, stunned by the exchange of abrupt and poisonous words. I didn't use to be like this, not so bitter and unpleasant. I could have replied, I could have tried to explain, but the words seemed stuck in my throat. Instead, I watched the stranger walk away.
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​Chapter 5 — Impossible to Avoid
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​Heitor

I should just go my way and continue searching for Catarina, who had drunk more than recommended the last time I saw her and for whom I am responsible. That was my intention, but as I walked just a few meters, I noticed some visibly drunk men heading toward the unbearable girl, and that was enough to make me uneasy in a disconcerting way.

I didn't have to worry about that girl, but it was impossible to keep walking without making sure those individuals wouldn't bother her. I slowed down my steps completely just to confirm that they wouldn't notice the presence of the lonely girl sitting by the seashore.

"Look what we have in front of us, my friends," one of them spoke loud enough for me to hear. "A beauty like that alone here. Must be lost..."

"Or she's just waiting for someone to find her," another suggested. "I think today's your lucky day, beauty."

I didn't need to see what was happening to understand clearly where that would lead, and I was sure nothing good would come out of that situation. I decided to go back and approach the girl before something bad happened to her.

"The cat got your tongue, baby? We're talking to you!"

"I have nothing to say to any of you!" the girl spoke quite courageously. "Can't a girl have her moment alone without a bunch of... oh! Forget it!"

At this point, I was already walking toward the girl and the idiots surrounding her, realizing that the scene was far from reassuring. She had chosen to stand once again, and after shouting at them and looking at the four men with clear disdain, without further delay, she started walking away.

Her defiance made me sigh with relief; after all, nothing more serious had happened. Until I saw one of them approaching her again, preventing her from moving forward by roughly grabbing her arm.

"Let her go now!" I spoke with authority as I approached the group. Everyone turned to look at me, and it was evident that the men did not appreciate my interruption, whatever they intended to do with the girl.

"Why should I listen to you?" the man holding the girl asked defiantly.

"Yeah, why would my brother listen to you?" another chimed in.

"If I were you, I'd leave now, before I call the police, and you spend New Year's Eve behind bars."

The man hadn't released the girl's arm, and she now seemed terrified, which was entirely understandable given the circumstances. Seeing her so frightened angered me. I hoped not to have to take this to the ultimate consequences, but I could never leave the girl to her own devices now.

"Why should we fear the police? We're not doing anything wrong."

There were four, and I couldn't fight all of them and come out unscathed. I could only put my well-being and maybe the girls at risk. So, I pulled out my phone from my pocket, pretended to dial a number, and then spoke loud enough for them to understand that I wasn't bluffing.

"Hello, I have a report to make, and before anything else, I want to say that my girlfriend and I are currently being threatened by four individuals and are in danger. We urgently need help."

My words seemed to have the desired impact because the idiot holding the girl's arm let go immediately.

"Are you out of your mind!?" At least two of them spoke at the same time.

"At no point did we threaten anyone here!"

I signaled that I was being questioned by the police about our location, looked around, and saw an excellent landmark.

"We're near Season Summer Hotel, heading down to the beach," I began to explain.

"Let's get out of here! This guy is crazy!" said one of them, the one who had been just observing the situation without really getting involved.

Before I could provide a more detailed description of the location to the supposed person on the other end of the call, as if they had planned it, the four men started walking hastily and soon were running towards the part of the beach where most people were gathered, unlike the deserted area.

Even from a distance, it was possible to see them blending in with the crowd, probably attempting to go unnoticed and not easily be found by the police, if they indeed came.

"Are you okay?" I asked the girl in front of me.

It was evident that she was nervous and probably still a bit shocked by the situation she had ended up in that night. Now, looking at her with full attention, I once again realized how beautiful she was and that, for some strange reason, she was making me feel shaken, something entirely senseless.

"I..." she began to say, licking her lips and making my heart race foolishly, "owe you an apology."

"You don't owe me anything," I said, wishing to leave as quickly as possible. "I did only what any decent man would do. Now, I suggest you go back to where the other people are, as you already understand it's dangerous to stay here alone."

I thought that upon hearing what I said, the girl would simply agree and leave. However, to my total astonishment, she started crying copiously, her whole body shaking convulsively. Well, if before approaching her I had already believed she was crying, now I had absolute certainty that my assumption was correct.

I was already feeling strange in the presence of this girl, and now I was completely shaken by the evident suffering in her tears.

"You don't need to feel this way," I tried to say something coherent. "Nothing bad happened, and those idiots are already gone."

"I'm so sorry... for how... I treated you," she said between sobs. "You... didn't deserve that."

"Let's forget about this, okay?" I suggested, raising my hands in surrender. "I won't hold any grudges. Is that okay?"

She nodded as if agreeing with my words but continued shedding her extremely painful tears, and it was tearing me apart. I needed to leave. But I couldn't leave her there at all.

"Where are your companions?"

My question seemed to open some floodgates, as her crying became even more intense, and it was evident that she was suffering.

"I'm alone..."

The way she said it completely disarmed me and made me want to hug her and comfort her suffering, but that would be entirely inappropriate.

She was wearing a simple dress, and there was no makeup on her face, which made me think it could indicate two things: either she is someone without much vanity, or she's not a tourist like I am. But if she had come to Gostoso just for New Year's Eve, she surely should have come with company—family, friends, or maybe a boyfriend.

Thinking about that possibility was not pleasant, and I tried to dismiss another untimely thought.

"Come on, I'll accompany you to a less deserted and safer place."
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​Chapter 6 — False Accusations
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​

​Lizandra

All the adrenaline from the recent events must have interfered with my emotions, and even though I was aware that I was crying copiously in front of a stranger, I couldn't help it.

Upon hearing his offer, however, I decided to put an end to my weakness and wiped my face, or at least tried to do it somehow, but I knew I must look completely disheveled. But that doesn't matter to me. That night was becoming too long, and I had reached my limit. So when that stranger offered to accompany me to a safer place, I simply accepted.

The fact that he didn't say he would accompany me home made me feel more at ease, even though it might be a great foolishness on my part. I knew I shouldn't trust someone I just met on the beach, and he was undoubtedly a tourist, someone just passing through Gostoso, who could very well take advantage of the situation. After all, at this moment, I am a very easy prey.

We walked in silence along the beachfront, and even though the crowd of people was visible from where we were, it didn't mean it wasn't distant. At least ten minutes of brisk walking.

"I don't know what happened to you today," the stranger began to say, "but I say with total conviction that it's not the end of the world, and tomorrow when you wake up, everything will be different."

I understood that the man had good intentions, and I even agreed with him. Still, I remained silent, walking beside him without looking in his direction at any moment.

When we reached the area where the visibly excited and happy crowd began celebrating the New Year, I decided that from that point, I could go on alone. I didn't like being in the midst of people at that moment, but it was clear that my safety depended on the flow of people I was close to.

"Thank you for accompanying me," I said to the stranger as I stopped by his side. "I hope you find your girlfriend, and that you both will be okay."

"In other words, that she's not cheating on me with my cousin... or maybe my best friend?" he suggested with clear irony, referring to what I had said earlier.

"That's right," I confirmed with a self-conscious smile. "I hope she's not cheating on you with anyone."

"Happy New Year..." he said with a cynical smile.

"Happy New Year."

Still smiling cynically, he waved goodbye and went his way. It was impossible not to follow him the entire time until I lost sight of him, my heart pounding uncomfortably in my chest, considering that this man was just a stranger and it seemed I'd never see him again. Maybe that's exactly what's bothering me the most—the fact that I won't see him again.

I looked around and said a brief prayer for nothing unpleasant to happen on that night. I began the walk home on the busy path, where I was sure to encounter several people throughout the journey, even though I wanted to avoid most of them. I felt relieved when I entered my room safely and without further incidents.

It was past two in the morning when I lay in my bed, and crazily and absurdly, what kept me awake was not Samuel's betrayal or the fact that he was parading around the town with Juliana, my cousin and best friend. What prevented me from sleeping properly and even invaded my dreams was a pair of eyes as black as the night and a cynical smile.

When I woke up the next morning, despite it being a holiday, I dressed for work as on any other day because it used to be a busy day at the inn, and my aunt relied on my help. She had made that quite clear over the years.

I had breakfast alone; my aunt and Juliana must have been still sleeping, but I was thankful for that. After all, I wasn't ready to face my cousin after what happened the night before. I would do my job as I always did.

During the morning of hard and intense work, I learned from the other inn employees that my aunt had taken the day off to enjoy the holiday and was staying at the most luxurious hotel in Gostoso. Along with Juliana, her daughter's fiancé, Samuel, was also with her. As if what happened yesterday wasn't enough, and to make my humiliation even greater, everyone was talking about it. The fact that I was present didn't deter the other employees from engaging in such gossip, something I didn't expect from them. It was another disappointment to add to the account of the new year.

I had just finished my shift; it was past nine at night when I heard a voice saying cheerfully:

"Good evening, Lily!"

I rolled my eyes in displeasure upon hearing Luciano Monteiro's voice right behind me, and with considerable willpower, I lifted my head and looked in his direction as he now walked beside me.

"Good evening, Mr. Monteiro."

"I didn't see you today," he commented with interest. "I imagine you had a day off."

Maybe I was avoiding some people, I thought in response, but aloud, I said something entirely different.

"I had a busy day."

"aving fun?" he insisted on gathering more information.

"A little," I lied.

"My proposal to take you to Rio de Janeiro and invest in your modeling career is still on the table," he returned to the usual topic. "I can show you my portfolio as an agent for some renowned models, and I guarantee you would love life in a big city."

"I suppose so."

I continued walking towards my aunt's house, and Luciano, a persistent man, continued his discourse about the conveniences and benefits of accepting his proposal to the inn. When we stopped in front of the place, I sighed with great relief at finally being able to get rid of that annoying and insistent man.

"I need to go," I said quickly. "See you tomorrow, sir."

"Don't forget about my proposal," he repeated. "You should think about it carefully."

"Yes, of course."

I hurried to my aunt's house and thanked the heavens that she wasn't in the living room watching TV, as she usually did every night. I didn't run into Juliana either, which lightened my mood.

I walked down the hallway to my room and entered abruptly, imagining that I would be alone in that space. However, I soon found my aunt rummaging through something under my mattress.

"What are you doing?" I practically shouted in horror.

Lucrecia just glanced at me and finished whatever she was doing, then turned to face me, holding a small and familiar bag.

"Ah! Here it is!" she said triumphantly. "Juliana was right."

"What do you want with my bag?" I asked, not understanding.

She didn't bother to answer my question; it seemed she hadn't even heard what I said. So focused was Lucrecia on unzipping the bag and pulling out several one-hundred-real bills.

"Aren't you ashamed to steal from your aunt, Lily? The woman who raised you like a mother all these years?"

"What are you saying? This money is mine, Aunt," I asked again, now truly worried about what she was doing.

"Yours? How can you have so much money?" Lucrecia asked with fury in her voice. "Juliana told me everything; there's no use trying to deceive me, Lizandra."

"Juliana told you? But... I don't understand anything you're saying," I pointed out, bewildered. "I just need you to give me back the money, Aunt. It's mine; I earned it with my work."

"Liar! You've been stealing money from the inn for months," Lucrecia accused me with a pointed finger, practically touching my nose. "Juliana said she saw you taking money from the cash register several times."

"I didn't do that! I swear!"

"I don't believe you. That money belongs to the inn, and it's going back right now to the hands of those who truly own it. Incredulously and indignantly, I saw my aunt leave the room, taking all my savings with her and still claiming it belonged to her. I should have fought more, argued, and protested, but I couldn't even contain the flow of tears streaming down my eyes like a strong current that no one could stop from flowing. 'The money is mine! Mine!' I screamed hysterically. 'I earned it with sweat and tears!' But Lucrecia shouldn't have been hearing anything more than what I was saying, and I just resigned myself to yet another betrayal that night. It seems there's nothing bad that can't get worse, and I was witnessing that it's entirely true."
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​Chapter 7 — Life Goes On?
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​Heitor

After leaving the girl in a bustling place, I hurried back to the hotel, which was only a few minutes away. I felt guilty for the time I ended up losing by being with the girl on the beach.

To my relief, I quickly arrived and found Heloísa waiting for me, coming towards me in a hurry.

"Where were you?" she asked anxiously. "I was getting worried."

"Did you manage to find Catarina?" I asked, avoiding the compromising question.

"Catarina is fine, don't worry," she told me. "Bernardo found her on the beach."

Something in that information made me a little uncomfortable, and it surely has to do with what the girl insinuated during our strange encounter.

"How did Bernardo know we were looking for Catarina? He wasn't here when I left..."

"I called Bernardo and asked for his help to locate Catarina," Heloísa explained. "She seemed perfectly normal, to tell the truth. Still, I accompanied her to your suite. I was trying to warn you."

Only at that moment did I remember that my phone was on "silent" mode, and I probably was so lost in untimely thoughts that I didn't even realize the device was "vibrating" in my pocket. I confirmed that when I took the phone and saw three missed calls from my sister.

"I figured the phone must have been on 'vibrate' only," Heloísa seemed to read my thoughts.

"I'll go upstairs," I informed her. "Thanks for your help, sister."

Heloísa flashed one of her beautiful smiles and threw her arms around my neck, hugging me tightly.

"Happy New Year, bro."

"Happy New Year, sis."

That hug demonstrated all the camaraderie between us as siblings and how much we love each other. It had always been like that, even though we were two opposite people; we respected each other above all.

"I'll stay here a little longer," Heloísa said with a mischievous smile. "I have something to finish."

I thought it best not to comment on her statement and hurried to the hotel elevator. The first thing I did upon entering the suite where Catarina and I were staying was to look for her. I needed to see how she was personally and make sure she was okay.

Even though we weren't the most passionate couple in the world, I have a special affection for her. After all, she is my girlfriend, the woman I plan to marry and start a family with.

Upon entering the room, which was completely dark, and realizing that everything seemed too quiet, I concluded that Catarina must be sleeping.

"Catarina?" I called softly, just to make sure.

As there was no response, I decided to take a shower, and when I joined her in bed, I called again. I just wanted to hear her voice and confirm that the fact that I had spent so much time with that girl on the beach hadn't caused any discomfort between my girlfriend and me.

"Hi," Catarina replied this time.

"Are you okay?"

She was facing away from me, and I approached her body, seeking greater intimacy, but she remained in the same position.

"Yes," she said without moving. "Everything is fine."

––––––––
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WHEN I WOKE UP THE next day, Catarina was no longer in bed, and I found her perfectly dressed and made up, something common for her, and I didn't find it strange. She also seemed to have returned to her normal behavior and was waiting for me to go down for breakfast together.

We were almost done with our meal when Heloísa and Bernardo appeared, and it was not surprising that each of them was accompanied by a partner.

While my sister was with the same guy I saw her with right after the New Year's Eve countdown, Bernardo was already with a different companion. I was sure of this because they were very different from each other. The girl accompanying him now was a redhead with voluptuous curves.

"How about we take advantage of the pool a bit?" Catarina spoke as soon as the two couples joined us at the table.

"Sure, let's do it."

I didn't intend to engage in conversations with people I would hardly have contact with again. It was always like that when it came to my friend and my sister. So, I accompanied Catarina to the suite, and after putting on our swimwear, we went to the pool, where we stayed until lunchtime when she decided to rest for a bit.

But when we reached the suite, looking through the bedroom window and seeing the beauty of the beach in front of me, I remembered the girl I met the night before and wondered what could have caused so much suffering that she was there, sitting on the sand and crying on New Year's Eve. While many people were celebrating, she was in pain.

"We could explore the city," I suggested when this idea formed in my mind. "Maybe walk on the beach and see some people..."

"Well, that's quite interesting coming from you, Heitor," Catarina commented with a smile. "I prefer to stay here and rest."

"In that case, I'll just take a walk on the beach," I said, feeling a certain excitement. "Do you mind staying here alone?"

"No! Of course, I don't mind."

I wouldn't admit it, but the need to take a stroll through the city and explore the surroundings might have had a hidden motivation, or not so hidden. The truth is, I wanted to see the girl again and make sure she was okay.

However, two hours later, after walking quite a bit and even stopping at two bars for a drink, all in the hope of seeing the girl even if just in passing, I gave up and returned to the hotel. It was better to forget about that girl and get back to my normal life. After all, it was just a senseless encounter with an annoying and careless girl. If she was suffering, being in a practically deserted place in the middle of the night - no matter what time it was on the first day of the year - was extremely irresponsible and could have resulted in something dangerous, like what almost happened.

Despite initially planning to stay in Gostoso for a few days, the first thing I did the next day was pack my bags and return to Rio de Janeiro. I didn't want to stay in the city any longer, and I didn't see the point in doing so when I wasn't having any fun.

Strangely, everyone agreed without protesting, and a few hours later, our family helicopter landed on the helipad of the Alves de Bragança mansion.
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​Chapter 8 — Impulsive Move


[image: ]


​Lizandra

I could hardly close my eyes all night, and I couldn't say that I woke up. As a result of the terrible night tossing and turning in bed, shedding rivers of tears, the next morning I felt horrible. It felt like a tractor had run over my body, leaving me sore. And not to mention the swollen face and red eyes.

I got up without enthusiasm, thinking about how I would face another day of work at my aunt's inn after everything that happened yesterday. There was no other option, at least not at the moment. But I intended to talk to Lucrécia as soon as things calmed down and try to prove my innocence, that the money under my mattress is the result of years of savings.

After taking a long shower and shedding a few more tears in the bathroom, I decided to be strong and face everything that happened with my head held high. Enough of crying! Nothing gets solved with tears, and I had shed plenty since the moment I entered that room. If Juliana and Samuel want to be together, let them be! And about the money, I would recover it even if it didn't return to my hands. I can work and earn more. And this time, I wouldn't leave it at home or tell Juliana because she has proven that I can't trust her in any way.

With a renewed spirit and believing that everything would be resolved one way or another, I left my room and walked to the kitchen, ready to have breakfast and pretend that everything was okay.

"Finally, you woke up!" Aunt Lucrecia complained.

I didn't find that strange because she always wanted me to work as much as possible, from early morning until night.

"It's not even eight in the morning yet, Aunt," I replied calmly, sitting in one of the chairs at the table. "So I'm not late for work."

I discreetly looked at Juliana, who seemed very interested in her plate, and chose not to exchange any words with her. Not yet. However, we needed to talk at some point.

"I'm not talking about your job at my inn, Lily."

Lucrecia spoke, and I stared at her expectantly now, leaving the bread I had just picked up in the same place, fully attentive to her next words.

"I want you to pack your things and leave my house," she said calmly, looking me in the eyes. "You were stealing from the inn, and I can't keep in my house someone I don't trust."

The words now made me stand up, completely surprised, my heart racing like crazy inside my chest.

"I didn't steal any money!" I tried to defend myself when I finally partially recovered from the shock. "That money is mine. I saved it during all these years working at the inn, Aunt."

"You're lying! I don't believe you," my aunt said adamantly. "I want you to leave my house. Soon Juliana will marry Samuel and come to live here, so there's no more room for you."

I immediately looked at my cousin, unable to believe in this additional... "information."

"Do you intend to get married!?" I asked directly to Juliana, who still kept her head down.

"Samuel and I love each other, Lily," Juliana said, now looking at me directly. "We're getting married, and we'll be very happy together."

"Understood."

Well, now things began to get even clearer. If they intended to live in Lucrécia's house, it was inconceivable for me to continue living there. I could still work at the inn if Juliana decided that she wanted me as far away from her and her "fiancé" as possible.

"I'll pack my things," I said, completely desolate. "Despite everything, I thank you for everything you've done. I don't know what would have become of me without you."

Before leaving the kitchen, I looked at Juliana with disgust and at Aunt Lucrécia with a terrible mix of hurt and gratitude. She raised me; she should know me well enough to know that I wouldn't be capable of stealing from anyone, especially not from the only person who helped me when my mother left and abandoned me.

After putting everything I could into a suitcase, the only one I had, I left that room without any good feelings. I never got attached to anything material; after all, none of it was mine, and I knew that perfectly. I believe that during my upbringing, Lucrécia did me a favor by making it clear that I truly don't belong to her family.

I didn't see them when I left; I wouldn't go to the kitchen to say goodbye, of course.

Already on the street, I looked both ways, and reality began to sink in. Where would I go now? I never had true friends; I didn't have much time for that. The friends were all Juliana's, to be honest, and they certainly wouldn't support me now that I was kicked out of my aunt's house and my cousin was open with my now ex-boyfriend.

"Lily!? Where are you going with that heavy suitcase?"

Even from behind, I could recognize the male voice, and I felt a certain embarrassment for being seen in that way. After all, everyone would soon know everything that happened.

"Hi, Mr. Luciano," I greeted the man, turning around completely embarrassed to look at him. "Good morning!"

I was trying to delay the awkward explanation.

"Oh, good morning, Lily! Excuse my clumsiness; I was so surprised to see you standing here on the sidewalk with that suitcase that I even forgot my manners."

Luciano approached to hug me and kiss on both sides of my face, and I had no choice but to reciprocate the uncomfortable greeting.

"I see you're leaving. Where are you going?"

That was a very complicated question. Where was I going? I had no idea, and to my complete horror, tears fell uncontrollably, wetting my entire face even with futile attempts to wipe away the tears. I ended up pouring out my situation to the man right there on the sidewalk, almost in front of my aunt's house.

"I don't like to see a nice girl like you sad like this," Luciano commented in regret. "But I have the solution to your problem, Lily."

"You do?" I asked immediately but quickly understood what he meant.

As I imagined, Luciano made me the same proposal as many other times, but now in a completely different situation from the others. I found myself with not many options, coupled with the desire to disappear from São Miguel and never look at my cousin and the traitor Samuel again, I accepted the offer without calmly thinking about all the implications of my answer.

"I accept your offer, Luciano," I said impulsively. "When do we travel to Rio de Janeiro? As you can see, I have nowhere to go at the moment."

"I'm going to your aunt's inn just to get my bags and settle the bill," Luciano said with a visibly satisfied smile. "You just need to wait a few minutes, and we can go to Natal and catch the first flight to Rio."

I walked to a small bench under a leafy tree where the town gossipers usually sat, observing the lives of other residents every afternoon, but it was empty at that moment. Luciano did exactly what he said, parking his rented car a few minutes later in front of the bench and taking my luggage to put them in the trunk of the vehicle.

"I know that right now you think everything that happened seems to be the worst thing that ever happened to you, Lily," Luciano said after a few minutes of driving in silence. "But believe me, soon you will discover that it was just fate interfering so that you can radically change your life."

Despite the attempt to lift my spirits, the way Luciano spoke always made me suspicious about something regarding him. It was as if everything he said was a lie, even though I had seen him with important people and even some artists who performed at private parties in the city's hotels.

Therefore, I just nodded in agreement, but throughout the journey, he continued to ask various personal questions.

"Don't you go to school, Lily?"

"No."

"But have you studied before?"

"I finished high school."

"Do you plan to attend college?"

That question was quite complicated. If he had asked if I would like to, the answer would be yes. If I believed I would be able to do that? I had no idea, especially now that I didn't even know what my life would be like from now on.

"I'm not sure."

I didn't trust Luciano, and yet I was accepting his help. I hoped not to bitterly regret what I was doing now.
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