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​Prologue  
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Meet Jiraida. She was that young woman who always wore a black wig, large dark-framed glasses, braces, and old-fashioned clothes. To many, she was simply a strange girl, a nerd, or someone who seemed to have stepped out of another era. She was used to being the target of everyone's teasing and stares.  
But who was Jiraida Smith, really? Why did she hide her true beauty behind such a peculiar appearance? What would happen when her boss, the imposing Eros Petrukis, finally noticed her? Would she be able to tame the untamed force within him?  

Now, meet Eros. A man who seemed to have it all: breathtaking beauty, immense power, brilliant intelligence, enviable wealth, and a physique that many admired with devotion. However, despite all these qualities, his character was ruthless. He was cold, severe, and merciless, a true tyrant in the workplace. For his colleagues and adversaries, his name was synonymous with fear. He was never seen smiling, asking for things politely, or apologizing for his mistakes. His employees feared him deeply, for he could fire people with the snap of his fingers.  
What finally made Eros focus his attention on Jiraida? How would he react upon discovering the woman hiding behind that black wig and those large dark glasses?  
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​Chapter 1  
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Giraida's perspective  

"Good morning, Mrs. Chang. Did you sleep well last night?" I greeted my employer, Mrs. Julieta Chang, a 65-year-old widow, with a cheerful smile. I was very worried because she often suffered from severe headaches and had difficulty sleeping.  

Mrs. Chang owned a small coffee shop in Manhattan, New York, where I earned a living for my family. I worked from eight in the morning until eight at night, Monday through Friday, as a cashier. The place was always short-staffed, so I often had to perform several tasks: serving customers, making coffee, and sometimes cleaning the place after work. I couldn't complain, because Mrs. Chang paid me fairly. It wasn't much, but it was enough for my family to have a decent meal each day and for us to cover the bills.  

"Hi, Jiraida. Yes, I slept well. The painkiller I took last night finally worked," she replied with a warm smile.  

"I'm glad to hear that. What did the doctor say?" I asked as I put my old leather bag and knitted coat away in the closet, adjusted my black wig, and cleaned my glasses.  

"It's just a migraine, nothing serious," he assured me.  

I felt an enormous relief knowing she had finally gone to a doctor. I had urged her several times to seek medical attention, but she completely refused. She was afraid of hospitals, clinics, needles, and doctors. She had surely experienced something traumatic in her childhood.  

"George's wife had a normal delivery last night," he suddenly informed me.  

"Really? I'm so happy for them. After five years of trying, they've finally got a baby. It's a girl, right?" I was instantly moved by George, the barista.  

"Yes, that's right. Anyway, he won't be able to come in today. Could you cover his shift?" he asked me.  

That meant doing two jobs at the same time. What a challenge!  

"Of course, no problem, Mrs. Chang. I can take care of it," I replied with a confident smile, adjusting my vintage brown floral dress, my favorite, which belonged to my grandmother, as did most of the clothes in my wardrobe.  

It was already eight o'clock, time to open the cafe. I wondered why the other employees, Suzanne and Kort, hadn't arrived yet. Suzanne was the waitress, in charge of taking orders and serving the food, and Kort was in charge of cleaning the tables, the floor, and the bathroom.  

I recently discovered that Suzanne and Kort were a couple. I caught them kissing in the bathroom; they forgot to lock the door.  

"Don't tell Mrs. Chang about this," Kort warned me in a threatening tone, gripping my arm tightly. The pain brought tears to my eyes.  

"I won't, I promise. Please let me go," I begged, and finally he let me go.  

"Good. Remember that," he said, looking at me sternly.  

I rubbed my arm, which was red and sore.  

"Now go away, we don't want you here," Suzanne laughed as she pushed me out of the bathroom.  

Yes, they often teased me with hurtful nicknames, but I'd grown accustomed to it. I pretended not to hear their words and avoided any conflict. I desperately needed this job; my family depended on me, and besides, Mrs. Chang was a good employer.  

"Of course, Mrs. Chang," I replied. I put on a black apron and got ready to serve the first customer. I went behind the counter and turned on the electronic cash register, as well as the coffee machines.  

I learned to make coffee thanks to George, the barista. For almost a year working at the coffee shop, he taught me how to create art with coffee and the techniques for making the perfect espresso. I dedicated myself completely to learning the barista's guide and absorbed all that knowledge with enthusiasm.  

As I was wiping down the counter, the first customers came in. Two men in black suits and dark glasses walked through the door. They reminded me of the movie "Men in Black." I watched the tall man, dressed all in black, who came in first. He was younger than the other and stopped right in the doorway, scanning the room. He stood tall, with an imposing presence and an attractive bearing, a well-proportioned physique.  

I froze. My mind went blank, and I felt a tingle run through my body. Something about her appearance was disturbingly familiar. Was she a movie star, a model, or some other celebrity? She probably played some sport, given her athletic build. Her dark glasses hid her eyes, so I couldn't tell where she was looking, but I was sure she wasn't looking at me. She moved with an imposing confidence, radiating power and wealth.  

The older man said something to him, and they both went inside, taking seats in the middle of the room. I grabbed a pen and my order pad and quickly went over to take their order. “Good morning, what would you like to order?” I asked, smiling. I wrote “C#1” on the slip of paper, short for “customer number one.” “Good morning. An espresso and a latte, please,” the older man replied, taking off his dark glasses and smiling at me. He looked to be about forty-five years old.  
––––––––
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My hands trembled as I typed the order. I wasn't quite sure why, but the young man's presence made me incredibly nervous. His face was tanned by the sun and wind, his jawline was firm and determined, and his lips were sensual. He made me uneasy, though he didn't seem to notice, as he was busy on the phone. I couldn't help but overhear his voice—deep, velvety, and strong, confident.  

"Is there anything else you'd like, sir?" I asked, looking from one to the other. "That's all, miss," the older man replied, nodding his head in farewell.  
I served their coffees in less than five minutes and looked back at the young man. He seemed so familiar; I was sure I'd seen him before. I wished he would take off his glasses so I could see his eyes and find out where I'd met him. I watched him sip his espresso, his mind focused on his cup.  

During the morning, a few customers came in, and I kept busy taking their orders and making coffee. However, I couldn't help but glance occasionally at two men sitting in the middle of the room. I tried to concentrate on my work and ignore them.  

After a while, I saw two girls approach them, laughing and flirting playfully. The younger man looked at them and said something that completely changed the girls' expressions; their smiles turned into serious looks, and without another word, they left the café with grim faces. He must have said something unkind to them, because their reaction was immediate.  

The men got up and left without asking for the check. As I approached the table they had been sitting at, I noticed a hundred-dollar bill under an espresso cup. I couldn't believe it! That tip was so much more than I expected; I was on cloud nine.  

Later, Suzanne and Kort called in sick at the same time, so I spent the whole day at the café with Mrs. Chang. She handled the register while I did the rest of the work. I made an effort to serve customers quickly to avoid any complaints about slow service.  

Before going home, I cleaned the floor and scrubbed the bathroom. I was exhausted, but I had no other choice. I left the café at 8:30 p.m. and took a bus to the South Bronx, where my family rented a small one-bedroom apartment. As soon as I sat down, I ate the hamburger I had bought near the bus stop and then took a short nap until I got home.  

"You know what, Mom? I got a huge tip today. Two men who seemed very wealthy left a hundred-dollar bill for their coffee," I told her excitedly.  

"What? That's too much," my mother, Ruby Smith, replied, frowning.  

—Yes, I couldn't believe it. I told Mrs. Chang we could split the tip, but she insisted it was all for me.  

"That's very kind of you," Mom said with a smile.  

"Yes, she's very sweet. I'm lucky to have her as an employer," I said as I removed my wig and untied the bun that held my hair. My long, silky red hair cascaded down to my waist. I took a brush and combed it until it shone.  

"How is little Hannah?" I asked, referring to our neighbor's baby, whom Mom had been taking care of for almost a year.  

"She's still adorable, but she's growing and getting heavier. I don't think I can handle her anymore," Mom murmured, rubbing her chest. She had been diagnosed with mild coronary artery disease six months ago, and the doctor had advised her to avoid strenuous physical activity.  

"Then stop babysitting. I don't want you working and putting your health at risk. Don't worry, I have a job and I can work weekends too to earn a little more. We'll work something out," I said firmly.  

"You work too hard for us, Jiraida. I'm sorry to be a burden," she said sadly.  

"Please, Mom, don't say that. I love you very much and I'll take care of you and Sapphire. I promised Dad." I hugged her with tears in my eyes, determined to protect my family.  

Two years ago, my father passed away from advanced lung cancer. I was eighteen at the time. He contracted the disease while working for a company that manufactured asbestos products. The year before he died was the most difficult and painful of our lives. We fought with all our might for his recovery, but the cost was very high: we lost our savings and even our small country house, all to cover medical expenses. It was like living a nightmare, watching Dad's health deteriorate day by day. He was a good man, with no bad habits, a man of faith, cheerful and full of life, a loving husband, and a devoted father. I often wondered why good and devout people leave us too soon.  

The day we finally lost Dad, our world fell apart. We depended on him so much, both emotionally and financially. We always admired him and trusted him completely.  

"What's wrong?" my sister Sapphire asked as she came out of her room. Her voice reflected concern when she saw Mom and me hugging. She thought something bad had happened again.  

"It's nothing serious," I replied with a smile, showing my braces. "We just wanted to hug. We miss Dad."  

—Ah! I thought something bad had happened. By the way, Jiraida, I have some news for you.  

"Which one?" I asked, curious.  

—I was talking to Joseph an hour ago.  

—Joseph?  

—Yes, the one who was your first love.  

—What did he say?  

—He asked me for your Facebook account, but I told him you don't have social media anymore. Then he asked for your phone number.  

—Did you give it to him?  

—No! You yourself said you shouldn't give your number to anyone, right?  

-Exact.  

—But he gave me his number and asked me to tell you to call him whenever you want. He'll be waiting.  

I sighed deeply. Joseph... I hadn't seen or spoken to him for two years. I had cut off all communication.  

I couldn't face him now. I'm not the same girl he knew anymore. I'm different, completely different. The old Jiraida is gone, buried in the past.  

A torrent of sadness overwhelmed me, tearing me apart inside.  

This morning, while Donovan drove my Bugatti Veyron, I was dealing with a massive hangover. I'd drunk way too much the night before at a friend's birthday party, surrounded by socialites and celebrities. The evening had been quite lively, and I'd even brought a special guest back to my apartment: the famous model Kendra Packer.  

In the middle of that morning, two girls approached us in the cafeteria. One of them, dressed in a black miniskirt and a gray blouse with a plunging neckline, introduced herself with a flirty smile and false eyelashes that fluttered gracefully. Her name was Gretchen. The other, with lips highlighted by intense red lipstick and a radiant smile, said her name was Summer.  

Donovan, his brow slightly furrowed, asked them what they wanted. A little shyly, they asked if they could join us. Donovan looked around for a free table and smiled kindly, indicating that there were still plenty available.  

Both girls blushed and giggled, giving me curious glances. Summer, swaying her hips naturally, explained that they just wanted to introduce themselves. At that moment, Donovan introduced himself with a touch of humor: "I'm Bond, James Bond," which made me raise an amused eyebrow as I continued talking on the phone with my executive secretary.  

The young women raised their eyebrows and shrugged slightly, showing interest. One of them, pointing at me, asked my name. Donovan replied casually, "Stark. Tony Stark."  

I almost choked on my coffee when I heard them mention Iron Man. Summer looked incredulous: "Really? It can't be Iron Man." Gretchen, with a sweet look, asked me to spend time with them later, suggesting we go to the mall, see a movie, and then go to a bar.  

Donovan, ever the professional, politely declined the invitation, explaining that they were very busy with work and didn't have time for that. The girls looked disappointed; one of them even made a childish gesture of frustration.  

Tired of the situation, I turned off my phone and approached the girl who had expressed her annoyance with a kind but firm gesture, pointing out that sometimes it's best not to discuss topics you don't fully understand. They exchanged glances, realizing I had put them in their place, and left the café, clearly upset.  

That's how my day began, with a hangover, memories of a hectic night, and an unexpected encounter that, although brief, left a curious impression.  

I usually went out with a girl at least three times before inviting her back to my apartment. However, last night, when I was introduced to Kendra Packer, she didn't leave my side for a second; she clung to my arm tightly. I had no reason to complain, because she was incredibly attractive and stunning. At the party, every man wanted her, and she knew how to use her charm to capture each one's attention; that's why I was sure she could win me over too.  

In private, she was amazing, an expert in every position. I was amazed at how she managed to bring me to the brink of ecstasy time and time again. She knew exactly how to turn a man on, what those pleasure points were that drove anyone wild. I wondered where she had learned all that.  

"Shall we go to the office, sir?" Donovan's voice pulled me from my thoughts.  

"Yes," I replied, leaning back in the passenger seat, feeling a little dizzy.  

The espresso I'd just had was delicious, probably the best I'd ever tasted. I'd spotted the coffee shop on my way to the office and suddenly had a craving for another cup. I'd blame it on the killer hangover; my head was throbbing and my eyes were bloodshot.  

"We'll stop by that cafe again tomorrow," I said.  

"Of course, sir," Donovan replied with a smile I caught out of the corner of my eye. I'm sure he enjoyed his coffee too.  

Donovan, a man in his early forties, had been a kickboxing champion and had received training in executive protection and as a bodyguard. He wasn't just my driver and bodyguard; his family had worked at our mansion for a long time. When I was a child, he was a teenager, and we used to spend a lot of time together; I considered him like an older brother.  

Besides my best friend, Iñigo Monteiro, Donovan knew my true personality, sometimes even better than my own family. He was the first to find out that I was being bullied in fourth grade. The other kids teased me for being the richest kid in school, the heir to a multi-million dollar company, properties, and other assets. Also, I used to be very thin and tall, almost like a stick.  

Donovan had seen me crying in the basement of our house. I felt miserable and didn't want to go to school because of the bullying. I even came to hate my family and myself for being born into that situation.  

One Saturday afternoon, while my parents were on vacation in Hawaii, Donovan taught me kickboxing. He showed me how to kick, punch, and practice self-defense. I really started to enjoy the sport and was determined to learn and master every technique. Over time, it helped me get stronger and gain weight. From then on, I trained intensely every weekend, often accompanied by my best friend, Iñigo.  

From the moment I started school, I gained confidence in myself. I knew I could beat any kid in my class. Although some still bullied me, I promised Donovan I wouldn't use what I learned in kickboxing unless someone provoked me first. However, one day the leader of the group, Dexter, who used to bully me, pushed me too far. I lost my temper and, without thinking, reacted quickly and forcefully. He fell to the ground and tried to get up to retaliate, but I was faster and managed to stop him. From then on, the teasing and bullying stopped. Everyone was afraid to cross me, knowing it wasn't wise to make me angry.  

That day, however, I had to go to the principal's office with my parents. My classmates testified that Dexter had been bullying me frequently, and thanks to that, the principal showed understanding and forgave me for my reaction.  

When I became a teenager, Donovan was by my side as I struggled to become independent in a somewhat reckless way. He saw me drink excessively with my friends, experiment with drugs, have meaningless relationships, visit nightclubs, and more. He also witnessed my vulnerable moments. He always knew when I made mistakes and helped me get back on my feet.  

As I grew up, he taught me many things that would have shocked my family. He instructed me in techniques he'd learned during his training as a bodyguard and in security: from handling different weapons and tactics to assembling and disassembling complex devices. Donovan became my inseparable companion, my friend, and my partner in crime. Together we experienced extreme adventures: high-speed car and motorcycle races, dangerous sports like bungee jumping off volcanoes, heli-skiing, surfing giant waves, and exploring mysterious caves. We were two adventurous and courageous souls.  

But the Eros my family and relatives knew was very different. They saw me as a bright young man, focused on his goals, self-assured, strong, and responsible; the perfect man. They held me in high esteem, just as they did my ancestors, who were recognized as great men in their time.  

From birth, I was groomed to be a great leader, destined to one day rule the Petrukis' fortune. I had the best tutors in academic subjects and languages. In addition to English, I learned Greek, Portuguese, Spanish, French, Hindi, Filipino, and Mandarin.  

Two years ago, at the age of twenty-two, I graduated with a degree in Business Administration from Harvard University. Since then, I have dedicated my time to managing the family business: Petrukis International Holding Corporation, a multi-billion dollar global shipping company. I recently assumed the position of Executive Vice President of the company.  

I know some colleagues and employees think badly of me because I demand perfection, skill, efficiency, and excellence in my work. They don't understand that I do it for their own benefit.  

We live in a world filled with fierce competition. There are many ambitious entrepreneurs, like hungry sharks, willing to do anything to bring down our organization. Some would even be willing to sacrifice everything to see us fall.  

But I will never allow that to happen.  

I wouldn't let our company fail. Thousands of employees worldwide depended on us. Their families would suffer too if the organization went bankrupt. No annual raises, no bonuses, no incentives, nothing like that. I swore no one could bring us down.  

Upon arriving at the office building, the security guards greeted me. I nodded and headed straight to the lobby, where my private elevator was located. There were many employees there; some had just arrived, while others were waiting for the elevator to open. Suddenly, the area, which had been bustling and crowded, became solemn as I entered, like stepping into an empty church. The silence was so profound you could hear a coin drop to the floor. Every employee stood motionless, their gaze fixed on me. Fear and anxiety were etched on their faces.  

"Good morning, Mr. Petrukis," they greeted me.  

"Good morning, sir," they replied.  

—Have a good day, sir.  

Everyone greeted me. As always, I just nodded and headed straight for the elevator. It was an everyday scene in the lobby, and I was used to it by now.  

I stepped out of the elevator and walked toward my office, with Donovan following closely behind.  

A young woman dressed in a short black skirt, a red blouse with a plunging neckline, and bright red lipstick smiled at me.  

"Good morning, Mr. Petrukis. I'm Vivienne West, your new personal assistant," she said, blinking her false eyelashes.  

I glanced at her for a moment, then snapped my fingers. I immediately went into my office.  

I heard Donovan say:  

—Miss West, you have just been fired.  

From Jiraida's perspective  

"Wait! Please wait!" I shouted at the top of my lungs as I ran toward the bus stop. However, the driver didn't hear me and closed the door right then and there.  

"No!" Jiraidaé gasped, trembling and breathless, feeling a deep disappointment. The bus was pulling away when she was barely a few steps from the stop. Now she would have to wait ten to fifteen minutes for the next one, which meant she would be late for work, something that had never happened to her before. Last night she had been so exhausted that she had overslept; she had been so careless that she had forgotten to set her alarm.  

I took my phone out of my bag to text Mrs. Chang to let her know I'd be late. While checking my contacts, I came across Joseph's number, which I'd saved the night before, though I hadn't intended to call him.  

Joseph Nevin was our neighbor in New Jersey. Blond, handsome, with charming dimples, tall and slender. He had a resemblance to a young Brad Pitt. But beyond his looks, he was intelligent, humble, devout, and very compassionate.  

To me, he was the kindest man I had ever met. He possessed all the qualities I looked for in a man. He was perfect. My Prince Charming, my knight in shining armor, my dream come true, and my "Mr. Perfect."  

I grew up thinking of him as my best friend, my advisor, my protector, and... my secret boyfriend. He didn't know it, but in my mind, he was. I even dreamed that we would get married and live happily ever after in a castle, surrounded by endless love, peace, and happiness.  

Yes, I was crazy, completely in love. I had loved him for years and was determined that he would be my boyfriend and, someday, my husband. I wanted him to be my first in everything: my first kiss, my first love, my first boyfriend, and my first intimate experience.  

But Joseph saw me as a little sister, the girl who always followed him everywhere. He was an only child, and having me around made him feel like an older brother. That's what he always said, perhaps because of the five-year age difference between us. However, I hoped our relationship wouldn't remain solely in that sibling-like realm forever.  

The last time we saw each other wasn't a pleasant memory. It was a humiliating experience for me. It happened two years ago, when I was eighteen and had just graduated from high school. My father's health was deteriorating, and his body was no longer responding to medical treatment. We lost everything: the car, our savings, and even the house. We were lucky that the new owner allowed us to stay for two weeks while we found a new place to live. I felt very sad, but I tried to stay strong for my family, especially for my father. I wanted him to fight for his life and not lose hope.  

Joseph was there to comfort me. He taught me to be strong, courageous, and to trust in God. As a nurse, he explained the nature of my father's illness, its symptoms, the disease process, the medical procedures performed, the medications, and everything else I didn't understand.  

We were sitting on the sofa, talking, mostly about Dad. He was holding me tenderly, his fingers tracing the softness of my red hair. He had always loved my hair and never stopped touching it whenever we were together. That's why "Redhead" had always been his affectionate nickname for me.  

I snuggled into his warm embrace and rested my head on his chest. It was like coming home every time I was in his arms. I listened to the steady, calm beat of his heart, like a harmonious melody, while mine raced wildly. I inhaled his masculine scent, so pleasant and comforting. Then, I stroked his strong arms and admired his handsome face. Everything about him fascinated me and awakened my senses. That tingling feeling in my stomach never faded when I was with him.  

I held his gaze, trying to decipher his expressions. I was looking for some sign, some clue that would reveal what he truly felt for me. If he had developed a special interest, he didn't seem inclined to show it.  

He noticed me staring at him and frowned slightly, holding my gaze. I smiled, and his face lit up. He gave me that tender smile that always melted my heart and made my legs go weak.  

"That's my girl. Smile. Don't worry, everything will be alright. God doesn't give us problems we can't overcome," she said as she gently stroked my arm, sending a shiver of excitement through me.  

I settled myself more comfortably over him and took his face in my hands, feeling the texture of his nascent beard.  

"I thank God for putting you in my path. I couldn't live without you, Joseph," I whispered, slowly tilting my head to kiss his lips.  

Joseph was surprised and, with an almost reproachful but gentle gesture, gently moved me away.  

"Redhead, what do you think you're doing? You're too young for this," she said to me with concern.  

I lowered my gaze, feeling ashamed.  

"Why? Don't you like it?" I asked timidly.  

Her expression changed, and contradictory emotions appeared on her face.  

"There's time for everything. Don't be in a hurry to grow up," he replied.  

I felt rejected and confused. Why was he acting this way with us? I knew he loved me; I could see it in his eyes every time he looked at me. Why was he so reserved? Why couldn't he express what he really felt? Why was he holding back?  

"What are you talking about? I'm a grown woman, I'm eighteen years old. Look at me! I'm not a child anymore." I stood firmly in front of him, making sure he noticed my change. I was wearing a tight pink T-shirt and skinny jeans.  

He smiled with a touch of irony.  

—And you think you're grown up now? I bought you a Barbie doll for your last birthday, remember? A miniature of you.  

I sighed in frustration.  

"That's your problem, you don't want to accept that I'm not a child anymore," I said, tears welling in my eyes. I felt humiliated; I hated that he always treated me like I was little.  

He stood up and gently took my hands.  

—Shh... don't cry, my love. Yes, I can tell, you're growing up, because now you're starting to flirt with me —she joked affectionately.  

"I hate you, Joseph," I said, trying to push him away, but his hands wouldn't let me go.  

"You're very beautiful, Redhead. Many men envy me when we're together. Someday you'll find your true love, someone who will take care of you and always be by your side," he assured me tenderly.  

"I don't want anyone else, only you. Do you understand? I love you, you, you," I confessed, placing my index finger on his chest as tears streamed down my cheeks. I no longer cared about showing him what I truly felt.  

—Ginger, listen to me— Joseph said in a serious voice. —I'm leaving this weekend.  

"What?" I replied, trying to understand what I had just heard.  

"I have decided to join a medical mission in South Africa," he continued with determination.  

I felt a chill run through my body, as if someone had thrown a bucket of ice water on me. Was she going to leave? Really?  

“You know how much I’ve wanted to do this,” she explained. “It’s my purpose in life to help and alleviate the suffering of the sick, especially those who need it most. Helping the less fortunate fills me with joy. I want to be there for them.”  

"For how long? A month?" I asked, trying to process the news.  

Joseph shook his head.  

—Perhaps for years.  

My world crumbled in that instant. I couldn't believe what I'd just heard. Was he leaving for South Africa this weekend? I knew Joseph's compassion for others; it was one of the reasons I'd fallen in love with him. He studied nursing because of his passion for caring for the sick and needy. He loved being with people, talking to them, comforting them, and easing their pain and distress. But why South Africa?  

From that day on, we never saw each other again. My father was fighting for his life, and I never left his side. Joseph kept busy with the arrangements for his trip, but he never stopped sending me farewell letters.  

Eros's Point of View  

I parked my car in front of the coffee shop. I never bothered making coffee in my apartment because I looked forward to the espresso they served here—simply the best I'd ever tasted.  

Donovan and I ordered the same coffee we had yesterday. But when I tasted my espresso, I was disappointed. It didn't even have the heart design in the crema.  

"This one doesn't taste as good as yesterday's," I said, taking another sip and then putting the cup away.  

"Really?" Donovan replied. "Mine tastes the same as yesterday."  

—Not mine. I don't like it.  

Donovan looked at the barista.  

—Perhaps because someone else prepared it yesterday.  

I looked at the barista and then at Donovan.  

-Who?  

—Didn't you notice? The girl who did everything was alone, remember?  

—No, I don't remember.  

—The girl with black hair, thick-framed glasses, and vintage clothing.  

I still can't remember it clearly.  

Anyway, she was the one who made our coffee.  

I nodded and called the waitress.  

—I'd like another one just like this, and make sure the girl with the thick-framed glasses is the one who prepares it.  

"I'm sorry, sir, but she hasn't arrived yet," replied the blonde waitress, shrugging her shoulders.  

I nodded again and dismissed the waitress without delay.  

"Are you finished? Let's go," I said, getting up without waiting for Donovan's reply, who was still enjoying his coffee. "I'll wait for you in the car."  

I opened the cafe door and went outside. While I was reading messages on my phone, I bumped into someone.  

-Oh!  

"Sorry!" I exclaimed, immediately catching the middle-aged woman before she fell to the ground. With one arm, I held her firmly around the waist, stabilizing her. She was so light, slender, and delicate. "Are you alright?"  

She clung to me, wrapping both arms around my neck, trembling with fear.  

Her face was resting against my chest, but slowly she looked up at me. To my surprise, she wasn't middle-aged, but very young, probably around eighteen. Her face was delicate and feminine, and the wind colored her cheeks. She parted her lips to take a breath, allowing me to see the moisture on her soft, curved lips. Then I met her gaze from behind her black-framed glasses. She had bright green eyes, like emeralds. They seemed familiar; her eyes reminded me of someone.  

—Yes, I'm fine, excuse me, sir... I'm fine —she said in a trembling voice.  

"Are you sure? You seem so fragile," I commented as I let go of her, and she immediately took a step back.  

"Actually, I'm stronger than I look. Appearances can be deceiving," he replied with a smile.  

I frowned.  

—It's hard to believe. You're so thin I could break your bones with two fingers. You even look malnourished.  

She took a deep breath and smiled with a hint of sarcasm.  

"Thank you for the compliment, sir. I have to go, I'm already late for work," she said, turning on her heel and heading towards the cafeteria door.  

"You're welcome," I said, teasing her a little. "Are you sure you're okay?"  

She stepped back, her foot stomping, and stood in front of me. I was surprised when she started jumping, then made exaggerated movements like stretching and lunging, and finally threw her arms up and out to the sides, saying emphatically, "See? Nothing's broken. I'm fine, okay?!"  

I couldn't help but smile at her attitude; she was a very funny girl. "Okay, you've convinced me. But be careful next time and watch where you're going."  

She shot me a withering look, pressing her lips together in annoyance. We stared at each other in a sudden silence that seemed to echo in the air.  

At that moment, Donovan came out of the cafeteria and asked me, "Everything alright?"  

"Yes, let's go," I replied, and headed towards my car, leaving the girl watching us.  

"That was the woman who made our coffee yesterday," Donovan remarked as he got into the car.  

"Yes, I noticed," I replied as I drove smoothly.  

"What a shame you didn't enjoy your coffee this morning, sir," he said jokingly.  

"Yes... what a shame," I murmured, driving in silence as I thought about those bright green eyes. After five minutes, I stopped the car and turned around.  

"Where are we going, sir?" Donovan asked.  

—I realized I really need that coffee.  

Jiraida's point of view  

While I was in the kitchen helping Mrs. Chang prepare the pancake batter, I heard someone calling me from behind. It was Suzanne, who shouted, "Jiraida, Romeo's back and wants you to make his coffee." I almost dropped the milk bottle I was holding.  

"Romeo? Who's that?" I asked, but Suzanne had already left before I could finish my question.  

I left the kitchen and started watching the customers' faces. Then I saw him: the same man I'd bumped into that morning, the one who'd called me malnourished. I wondered why he'd come back, though I didn't really care. He was probably the guy Suzanne referred to as Romeo, or the Abercrombie model.  

To be honest, I didn't like that man. He had an arrogant attitude and didn't know how to apologize. He thought he was very important, like he was someone special. In fact, it was his fault we bumped into each other.  

I remembered that I was rushing to the coffee shop that morning because I was already running late. I immediately recognized him as one of our customers from the day before. He walked out quickly, not looking where he was going, his eyes glued to his phone. I thought he would go straight ahead, but suddenly he turned toward me. I was surprised and didn't have time to dodge him.  

My face slammed against his chest. He immediately enveloped me in a warm embrace. I felt the roughness of his hand on my arm, which gave me a strange sense of protection. I took advantage of that moment to breathe in his masculine scent, a blend of fresh cologne, musk, and coffee. When I looked up, I was dazzled. He was a very attractive man: tall, slender, with a well-proportioned body. His jet-black hair was straight and silky, and his face was tanned by the wind and sun. I felt dizzy just looking at him. His intense, magnetic gray eyes seemed to melt my legs.  

That was my first impression. But I soon realized he wasn't a charming prince at all, quite the opposite.  

I thought he was a gentleman because he asked if I was okay, but he turned out to be quite arrogant. I expected him to apologize, since it was his fault, but he never did.  

Instead, he called me "too thin" and "malnourished." I felt offended. Perhaps he had a point, but not to the point of being malnourished. I simply looked thin because of my height: I'm 1.78 meters tall and weigh 54 kilos.  

My opinion of him was clear: he was just like Kort and Suzanne, a bully.  

I took the order he handed me: an espresso. I looked at it and thought: Romeo, yes, that's what it is, a Romeo.  

He looked extremely wealthy; his suit said it all. It was the kind of clothing worn by famous celebrities and the elite. It probably cost what I earn in a month.  

And yes, Suzanne was right: he did look like one of those male Abercrombie models. But she doubted he really was one, because he was always on the phone, talking about business.  

I watched him for a few seconds, analyzing his facial features. He was undoubtedly very attractive, but with a somewhat arrogant attitude, almost like a devil. Suddenly, he turned his head and his eyes met mine. I was surprised that he caught me looking at him, and I felt incredibly embarrassed. Oh dear! I immediately looked away and pretended to watch the customers at the next table.  

I went over to the coffee machine and made his espresso. I decorated the foam with a design of two intertwined hearts. Suzanne served him the coffee.  

From Eros's point of view  

"I want her," I said firmly.  

Donovan coughed and looked at me, frowning in disbelief. "What do you mean? YOU LOVE HER, seriously?"  

"Yes, I want her to make my coffee every day," I replied, taking another sip of the exquisite beverage. "This coffee is simply delicious."  

"Do you want to hire her?" Donovan asked.  

"Why not?" I replied confidently. "I'll make sure she doesn't turn me down. It's the best coffee I've ever had. She's truly amazing."  

"She seems... a little strange," Donovan said, smiling.  

"Not rare, unique," I corrected.  

He coughed again and nodded. "Yes, that's what I meant, sir. Unique."  

When we finished our coffee, I approached the young woman with emerald eyes who was alone at the bar.  

"This is for our coffee," I said, handing her a hundred-dollar bill as I watched her expression. She avoided looking at me, probably still embarrassed by what had happened that morning.  

"Your bill is only five dollars, sir," he told me, looking at the receipt.  

-Keep the change.  

Finally, she looked at me. Her eyes sparkled like jewels and met mine. She truly had stunning emerald eyes. They seemed familiar, but I couldn't quite place or recall where I'd seen them before.  

I thanked her politely, but she replied that she couldn't accept such a generous tip two days in a row. I found it odd, as it's not common for waitresses or cashiers to refuse a gratuity. I insisted, but she, with a shy smile, placed the change on the counter and repeated that she couldn't accept it.  

I noticed her name tag: Jiraida. It caught my eye, and I told her that her name suited her perfectly, especially because of her green eyes. Then I asked her where she was from.  

She hesitated for a moment and replied that she couldn't say, that for security reasons she didn't share her address with anyone. She shrugged and fidgeted with her fingers, showing a certain shyness.  

I was amused by her reaction. Instead of being upset, I found it funny. She just wanted to know where I'd come from, and she seemed to be making a big deal out of it. I reassured her that I wasn't a dangerous stranger, just someone who felt like he knew her from somewhere. Had we met before?  

He shook his head and said no, probably not. That we lived in different worlds.  

I understood what she meant. Our circles, the places we frequented, and the people we associated with were very different.  

She indicated that she had to get back to her tasks, but just as she was about to leave, I gently stopped her by taking her hand. She was surprised and quickly withdrew her hand, as if my touch had made her uncomfortable.  

I proposed something unexpected to her: that she work for me, that she only have to prepare my coffee every day, without complications or work pressures.  

She stared at me, incredulous, and asked if I was joking. I assured her that I wasn't, that I was serious.  

She lowered her gaze, lost in thought, and then told me she couldn't. She didn't want to leave her employer, who treated her like family. Besides, she didn't want to make any impulsive decisions she might regret.  

"No, I'm not asking for an answer right now. Think about it tonight, and give me your answer tomorrow morning, no pressure," I said calmly.  

She sighed deeply. "My answer will still be the same tomorrow. I can't."  

I tried to convince her: "I'll double your salary here."  

She was surprised, her eyes widening. She scratched her forehead and then covered her face with her hand. "No, I really can't, sir. I love my job and I can't abandon my employer. She needs me. I'm sorry, I'm very busy."  

"Then I'll offer you triple. That's my final offer."  

She shook her head and smiled at me. I was amazed, because when she smiled, she was truly beautiful. "No, thank you for the offer."  

Suddenly, all the pleasure vanished. What a shame, because I love their coffee.  

From Jiraida's perspective  

When George, the barista, called me just as I was about to leave home to go to work the next day, I couldn't imagine the news he was going to give me.  

"What?! Has she died?" I asked, incredulous.  

—Yes, she took an overdose of painkillers last night—George replied in a serious voice.  

My heart began to beat strongly, I felt a chill run through my entire body, and my hands trembled uncontrollably.  

"It can't be... I don't believe it! She seemed fine yesterday. Are you sure?" He couldn't accept that Mrs. Chang was dead. It couldn't be, please, not her.  

"Yes, Ricky confirmed it. He called me to let us know that the cafeteria will be temporarily closed for about two weeks," he informed me.  

Ricky was Mrs. Chang's only son; her other daughters were already married and had their own families.  

"Oh my God, this is unbelievable," I murmured, still unable to grasp reality. This felt like a nightmare.  

I was utterly devastated. Mrs. Chang was like a mother to me. She was a kind woman and a wonderful employer, and she paid me very well. I was going to miss her terribly.  

"Yes, it's all been very sudden. Anyway, Ricky will take over the cafeteria," George commented.  

—Ricky? No... —I exclaimed dejectedly.  

"Ha! I know what you're thinking," he said with a wry smile.  

Why Ricky? Why not one of his other sons? He'd always behaved inappropriately. The last time he was at the coffee shop, he touched me inappropriately in front of the customers. He did worse things to Suzanne: he touched her without her consent and tried to kiss her. I didn't think I could stand having him as my boss. I had to find another job.  

After an hour, I started looking for a job. I couldn't keep working at the coffee shop now that Mrs. Chang was gone and Ricky was the new manager.  

I searched online for job offers that matched my profile. I sent my resume to several small companies, hoping and wanting to be accepted, because I really needed a job to help my family.  

Finally, a bakery offered me a job, but the salary was very low, so I had to turn it down.  

There were jobs with better salaries, but I didn't meet the requirements due to a lack of experience. Many companies preferred people with university degrees, and unfortunately, I had only finished high school and never attended university.  

After a week of job hunting, despair began to set in. My mother and my sister Sapphire really depended on me. I needed to find a job as soon as possible so I could pay the rent, utilities, and cover our basic needs. Plus, there was my mother's medication, which was essential for her heart condition.  

I bought the Sunday paper hoping to finally find a job. I was at the dining room table, highlighting all the job ads that looked promising with a pink highlighter, when Sapphire sat down across from me. She had barely woken up and was still wearing her anime-patterned pajamas. Yes, she was a huge anime fan and loved participating in cosplay events.  

"Hi Dee, can I borrow the entertainment section?" she asked.  

—Sure —I replied without looking at her.  

Suddenly, I heard Sapphire murmur sadly:  

"That's awful, he got married. I loved him. Why? Why? You didn't even wait for me to grow up. I hate you, Behati, you took my boyfriend away."  

I laughed and looked at my sister, whose face was hidden behind the newspaper.  

“You’re crazy, Saph,” I told her. But then my eyes fell on the business page of the newspaper, and a group photo of wealthy businessmen caught my attention. One of them was a strikingly attractive man, who looked very familiar. I studied him closely and realized it was Romeo.  

I picked up the newspaper to get a better look at the image.  

"Hey!" exclaimed Sapphire, pulling the newspaper toward her at the same time. "I'm not finished!"  

The business page tore and crumpled instantly.  

"Look what you've done," I said, placing the torn pieces on the table so I could read the article.  

"It's not my fault, you grabbed it first," he defended himself.  

—Shh. Okay, it's my fault. I need this page urgently.  

"Why?" she asked curiously.  

"Look at this man," I said, pointing at Romeo's face with my highlighter. "He was our customer at the coffee shop."  

—Wow! He's so hot. He looks like my boyfriend, Adam Levine. He reminds me that I want to work in a coffee shop when I grow up, sis.  

I tried to read the article, although it was difficult because it was torn and wrinkled.  

"My God! He's a billionaire, a Petrukis. His family owns the largest shipping lines in the world."  

—A billionaire? Wow! My Prince Charming has finally arrived. Can I fill in for you at the coffee shop? Ricky wouldn't mind, would he?  

"Be serious, Saph. This man offered me a job a week ago, just to make him coffee every day. He said he'd triple my salary compared to the coffee shop."  

"Seriously?" Sapphire's eyes widened. "Just for making coffee? Is she going to drink a barrel of coffee every day?"  

I rolled my eyes and said, "You're ridiculous. Anyway, I ignored his offer."  

"Really?" he replied, surprised. "I thought you were smarter!"  

Curling my lips, I let out a small laugh. "I didn't know he was a millionaire tycoon. I thought he was just joking. I didn't even like him; he was so arrogant and called me malnourished. Besides, I didn't expect Mrs. Chang to pass away."  

"Yes, that was unexpected," she agreed. "But for him to call you that is disrespectful. He's rude."  

"Believe me, it is," I replied firmly.  

—But that rude guy offered you a job. I don't think he's that bad.  

I shrugged and continued looking at the classified ads.  

"Dee, instead of looking for work elsewhere, why don't you go see him? Try your luck; maybe the offer is still valid. Imagine, they'd pay you triple. That's incredible. Don't let this opportunity slip away."  

"I don't think so," I replied.  

-Why not?  

—I already rejected their offer.  

Saph sighed. "You've got nothing to lose by trying, right? You've told me that yourself many times: 'Try and try again until you succeed.' That's our motto in life. Why are you hesitating? It's a good opportunity."  

"I don't know," I replied. "I don't think it's a good idea to work for him. There's something about him that makes me very uncomfortable. I can't explain it."  

—Mmm... I know what it is. It's called ATTRACTION —she laughed and gave me a mocking smile.  

—No! That's not it.  

—Yes, he is. Don't deny it, he's very handsome!  

—Stop it, Saph.  

—Don't tell me
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