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CHAPTER 1
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Lorena

I’D LOST COUNT OF HOW many times I’d tried to call Jhonatan, but I was giving it one last shot before I left the house. After all, it was his birthday, already past noon, and I couldn’t just skip congratulating my fiancé.

Once again, the call went straight to voicemail. I’d have to deal with it later—I had an important job interview.

I’d been unemployed for almost two months, and now I had a shot at an interview for an executive assistant position working for some big-shot CEO.

I really needed this job. I hadn’t set a wedding date yet, but I knew it would be soon, so I needed to save up more money. This was the perfect opportunity—they paid really well.

I drove for about fifteen minutes, then had to think fast when a car came tearing out, swerving into my lane and slamming into the vehicle in front of me. I managed to swerve out of the way and come out unscathed.

Quick and efficient, I pulled over a little farther ahead, flipped on my hazard lights, and got out to help whoever was in the wrecked cars. With my phone already pressed to my ear, calling emergency services, I ran to the first car.

“Are you okay?” I asked the woman behind the wheel.

“I am, dear, I am,” she answered.

“Alright, ma’am. I’ve already called for help—they’re on their way. I’ll check on the other car,” I told her.

“Go, go, dear,” the little old lady replied.

I turned, ready to bolt to the other vehicle farther up the road, when I recognized Jhonatan’s car. My heart clenched with dread, and I watched my fiancé step out.

I hurried a few fast steps toward him and spotted the woman—one of my friends—climbing out of the passenger side and running over to him. She hugged him, they exchanged a few words, he nodded, and then he kissed her... on the lips.

My legs locked up on the spot. I couldn’t move while he cupped her face. As if something drew her gaze to me, Virginia—my friend, or not, I didn’t even know anymore—turned her head in my direction, and I saw the shock hit her eyes before she quickly looked away, past me to the left, to where they must have been coming from when the accident happened. Then my world completely crumbled. They’d just left that motel. That’s why he hadn’t answered me earlier.

Jhonatan followed Virginia’s stare and came face to face with my eyes, already flooded with tears.

“Lô!” he said, but from the distance between us, I couldn’t hear his voice—I only saw his lips form my name.

Gently, Jhonatan pulled Virginia away from him and started walking quickly toward me, hands raised, his lips mouthing a clear plea for me to calm down. I didn’t wait for him to reach me. I turned my back on him and ran to my car.

I started the engine and sped off. Since the cars were still blocking the road, traffic behind us was at a complete standstill, leaving the lane clear for a few miles.

I tried to pull myself together for the rest of the drive to the company where I had the interview, forcing myself to swallow the tears.

Stopped at a red light, I spotted a parking spot right next to the company’s parking lot entrance. I started debating internally whether to park in the company’s private lot or take that spot. I looked down at my hands, shaking uncontrollably, and when I tried to pull forward as the light turned green, I stalled the engine. So I decided to park outside, rather than risk hitting someone’s car in the lot—since I was way too nervous and a terrible parker anyway—and blowing my chance at the job.

I pulled up alongside the car already parked and started reversing, maneuvering. It wouldn’t be hard, since the gate was right behind me. I checked the rearview mirror on the right, careful not to catch the tire on the curb, when I felt the jolt of the impact and heard the crunch.

Shit. I’d hit something. But how? I stuck my head out the window and saw the huge, luxury black car behind me—I’d slammed the rear end of my car right into its side.

This couldn’t be happening.

What had I done to make the world hate me so much? The tears I’d swallowed minutes ago came rushing back, and I let out all my rage and despair, pounding the steering wheel over and over while frustrated noises escaped my lips.

Then I gripped the wheel hard with both hands, kicked my feet, screamed in fury, and banged my head repeatedly against the headrest, completely losing it.

I felt my left hand throb—probably from the punches I’d landed on the wheel—so I loosened my grip, letting the blood flow back into my hands, bringing color back to my knuckles. Then I took a deep breath, trying to calm down. I jumped when two taps came on my car window, right beside me.

I looked up at the sharply dressed man staring at me with a mix of fury and disbelief, utterly horrified. I wondered how long he’d been standing there.

Swallowing every ounce of shame, I rolled down the window to see what he wanted.
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CHAPTER 2
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Lorena

“ARE YOU DONE WITH YOUR psychotic break?” he asked, and I felt my face go hot. I nodded, squeezing my eyes shut, dying of shame. “So... what the fuck did you do?” he yelled the last part.

I let out a slow breath and opened the car door, forcing him to step back so I could get out. Then I walked to the back of the car and saw the extent of the mess.

“What the hell!” I said.

“Exactly! How do you plan to pay for my damage, you crazy bitch? Doesn’t this piece-of-shit car have a rearview mirror?”

I checked my watch while the man had his own meltdown. I was late!

“Sir, listen to me!” I said, bringing my hand to my forehead, trying to stay calm. “I really need to go, but...”

“Go?” he interrupted. “You’re not going anywhere. I’m not taking the hit for this!”

“Sir, I have a very important job interview...”

“Right,” he cut me off again, “people with job interviews don’t have to pay for the damage they cause to cars worth over half a million.”

My eyes nearly popped out of my head. Yeah, I knew it was a fancy, expensive car, but half a million? Who spends that kind of money on a car? Who even has that kind of money? I swallowed hard.

“Sir, I’m not saying I won’t pay, but understand, if I don’t get this job, there’s a serious risk you won’t get paid.”

“You need a job to pay for the repair? Sweetheart, even if you sold that car of yours, you couldn’t pay for the door you dented on mine,” he said rudely.

“I will pay!” I said, even knowing he was right.

“You can damn well count on it.”

I opened my purse and grabbed a pen and paper, writing down my full name, phone number, and address.

“Here!” I handed him the paper. “If you want to wait here until I’m done, feel free...”

“You think I have time to wait for you?”

“Can you let someone else finish a sentence without interrupting them?” I asked, frustrated.

“What did you say?” he asked, incredulous.

“Oh, never mind! You have a way to find me. I really can’t miss this interview,” I said and turned my back on him, but he grabbed my arm.

“You’re not going anywhere.”

“Sir?” another man called to him, but he didn’t pay attention. His eyes locked on mine with fury. “Sir? Michelangelo isn’t in the car. He must have gotten out.”

The head of the man gripping my arm snapped toward the other, and then he let me go.

“How did he get out?” he asked, sticking his head inside the car. “I’ll find him,” he said again, turning his back on us and starting to walk. “Don’t let this little crook leave.”

Why did everything he say sound like an order?

The other man came up to me.

“Sir, I really need to go.”

“Miss, I can’t allow it. My boss’s orders.”

“You don’t understand. I’ve been unemployed for two months, and I finally have a chance to interview for a great job in this building right here, but for some reason the universe genuinely hates me, because it’s still the middle of the day and I already caught my fiancé cheating on me with my friend, I crashed into a car that costs more than I’ll earn in my whole life, and all I need now is to lose this job opportunity,” I blurted out at him. He studied me carefully.

“Your job interview is with the Albuquerque Group?” he asked, frowning.

“Yes,” I answered, wiping away the tears that stubbornly fell.

“And is it really a good job?” he asked.

“Executive assistant to the CEO,” I replied, and he seemed frozen for a moment. “What?”

“Nothing, it’s just... that really is a good job. I don’t know if it’s true, but I heard they pay very well for some reason,” he said.

“Yes, very, very well. Please, don’t let me lose this chance. I gave your boss all my contact info and address. I can write it down again for you to keep, but let me go,” I practically begged.

“Don’t worry about writing it again. I’m sure he’ll be able to find you soon enough. Go!” said the good man.

“Thank you!” I said and ran inside the building.

I rushed up to the reception desk, and the impeccably polished woman behind the counter stared at me with curiosity.

“Good afternoon! Can I help you?” she asked.

“I have an interview scheduled.”

“Right! Your name?”

“Lorena Porto.”

“You’re a bit late, Miss Porto. Lucky for you, Mr. Albuquerque hasn’t come back from lunch yet, or you’d be disqualified,” she said with a knowing smile. “Take the elevators to the twenty-third floor, ask for Deise, and wait. But I suggest you stop by the restroom first and freshen up a bit...” she said awkwardly, pointing at my face.

“Right, right! Thank you!”

She pointed me to the women’s restroom nearby, and I headed there. I startled myself when I looked in the mirror. I fixed my hair as best I could, washed my face quickly, and hurriedly touched up my makeup—just some foundation, mascara, and lipstick. It did nothing to hide my puffy eyes, but it was the best I could do.

[image: ]

“MR. ALBUQUERQUE WILL see you now,” announced Deise, the receptionist on the twenty-third floor, after a wait of nearly forty minutes.

“Thank you!” I said, trying to smile, and followed her to the large oak doors that led to the CEO’s office.

I walked in alone. The man’s chair was turned away from me, but I could see the top of his head. I walked silently to his desk, but he didn’t turn around, so I spoke as firmly as I could:

“Good afternoon, Mr. Albuquerque! I’m Lorena Porto, here for the executive assistant position.”

The chair turned slowly, and I wished the floor would open up beneath me. There it was—the grim expression of the man whose car’s side I had just destroyed.

He stared at me for a long moment without saying a word, which made my anxiety skyrocket. Great! I wouldn’t get the job.

That fucking driver—that’s why he let me go. He knew I’d be face-to-face with his boss just moments later.
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Lorena

“GOOD AFTERNOON, MISS Porto,” he said, his voice making it perfectly clear just how displeased he was.

I swallowed hard and let out a defeated sigh, then turned my back on him and started walking toward the door.

“And where do you think you’re going?” His deep, scolding voice rang out through the room, stopping me in my tracks.

“Mr. Albuquerque, I know you’re not going to give me this job. I’ve already been humiliated enough today. I don’t need any more of it. I’ll find a way to pay for the damage to your car. You already have my contact information, but I’m not going to beg for a position here.”

He kept his cold eyes fixed on me. His jet-black hair was impeccably styled, and his matching beard was perfectly groomed.

“Did I say you’d have to beg?” he asked. “Sit down.”

It wasn’t a request. It was an order—pure and cold. I let out a sharp breath and walked back to stand in front of him, sinking into the comfortable, modern chair.

“Despite having excellent references, Miss Porto, you have no experience as an executive assistant. Why would I give you this job?”

Was he giving me a chance?

“Well, I’m smart and I learn fast, plus—”

“You showed up late. You look completely disheveled and your eyes are swollen. Do you really think that’s the kind of assistant a man like me would hire?” he cut me off, his sharp voice making me shrink back for a moment. “Frankly, I don’t know why you bothered coming to my office, making me waste my time.”

“You want to question why I was late?”

“Oh, please, Miss. We both know you didn’t arrive at the scheduled time.”

“Because I had an accident,” I shot back.

“I don’t know the reason for your tardiness, but that’s not it.”

“What?” I asked, incredulous.

“Every day, I pass through that gate at exactly 1 p.m. And at that time, you were still parking. Wasn’t your interview at 1 p.m.? If you were still parking at that hour, you were already late, regardless of the massive loss you caused me.”

“That’s ridiculous!” I said, standing up.

“Sit down. Now,” he ordered.

“No,” I said, heading for the door, and I heard him sigh.

I opened the door and came face-to-face with the man who’d been with him when the accident happened. He blocked my path, and I shot him a murderous glare.

“I’m calling the police,” I said, pulling my phone out of my purse.

“Go ahead. And while you’re at it, ask them to send the traffic department too. Let’s see what they have to say about you causing an accident while driving with an expired license.”

My expression must have shown just how shocked I was that he knew that, because he kept going:

“Did you really think my security guard would let you walk in here, and that I’d receive you, without knowing exactly who you are? Sit down. We still have business to discuss.”

I weighed my options for a moment. If the traffic department found out I’d been driving with an expired license and had caused an accident, they’d impound my car. And then I wouldn’t have anything left to sell to pay for the damage to that idiot’s car in front of me.

I sat back down.

“This,” he said, handing me a piece of paper, “is the amount of the loss you caused me.” I’m sure my eyes popped wide open when I saw the figure. Selling my car wouldn’t come close to covering it. “And by the look on your face, I assume you don’t have this kind of money.”

“No,” I said, defeated.

“Then I have no other choice. I’ll have to hire you. But I’ll withhold fifty percent of your salary until you’ve paid off what you owe me,” he said, turning on his notebook and stopping his stare on me. “Go to HR. They’re already aware of your hiring. They’ll give you all the instructions.”

I was confused for a moment.

“What are you still doing here?”

“Thank you,” I said.

“Out. Now!” he barked.

I stood up quickly and walked to the door. This time, the man didn’t block my way. I sighed as I closed the heavy door behind me and smiled. At least I’d gotten the job. Even with only fifty percent of the salary, it was still good money.

“Happy?” the man—the security guard—asked from beside me, making me jump.

“Very,” I replied, and he furrowed his brow.

“Why?” he asked, as if I were crazy.

“I got the job.”

“As his assistant?”

“Yeah.”

“Then I don’t get the happiness. You should be crying.”

“You work for him too, don’t you? Can’t be that bad if you’re still here.”

“Yeah, but I’m not on his radar. And I work with a firearm. Do you have one?” I shook my head. “Uhh. Then you really shouldn’t be celebrating.”
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Lorena

WHEN I LEFT THE OFFICE, after stopping by HR, my despair came crashing back. The rear of my car was destroyed and my heart was shattered. Climbing the stairs to the fourth floor of that old building, where my apartment was, had never felt as exhausting as it did right then.

“So, how’d it go?” Ingrid asked, bright-eyed, hopping onto the sofa in a single jump. Oh, shit. You didn’t get it—she finished, reading my face.

Ingrid was my best friend. She lived in the apartment with me and that cow Virginia.

“No, actually, I did get it,” I said, dropping my bag on the table and collapsing onto the sofa.

“I don’t get it. Why’s that a bad thing? You wanted that job so bad. Oh, and Jhonatan called like forty-five times here looking for you,” she said, and I let out a groan of pure disgust.

“Let him rot in the whore who birthed him!”

Ingrid stared at me, horrified.

“Since when do you curse?”

“Damn it! I don’t. Jhonatan is a piece of shit and—” I was ranting, and my friend was fighting back laughter because I was still dropping f-bombs. I never cursed—“an asshole.”

“Okay! So what did he do this time? Still won’t put out? Sorry, babe, but I’m starting to think your fiancé doesn’t like women.”

“Oh, he does! I just think I’m not attractive enough...”

“You’ve gotta be kidding me, Lorena? You’re gorgeous and you know it. Your fiancé’s the weird one. Look, I get it, his religion only allows sex after marriage, but come on, you’re about to get married, and how many years have you two been together?”

I laughed.

“I guess his religion just doesn’t allow sex with the woman he’s actually marrying. With everyone else, it’s free game.”

“What are you talking about?”

I told her about the accident on the highway, and that one of the cars involved was Jhonatan’s—and that he was coming out of a motel with someone else when it all happened.

“This has to be a joke! Let’s go chop off that scumbag’s dick and shave that bitch’s head,” she said.

“If I tell you the details, you won’t even believe it,” I said, dropping my head back onto the sofa cushion and covering my eyes with my arm.

“What? Is she already bald?” my friend asked, trying to lighten the mood with humor. “Come on, don’t get all broken up over that little shit. Just wait until Virginia gets here, and we’ll go out drinking, even if it’s the middle of the afternoon.”

“It’s her,” I said.

“Yeah, she’s the one who’ll cheer you up.”

“No, Ingrid. Jhonatan’s mistress is Virginia,” I revealed, and Ingrid went silent.

“You’re joking, right?” I shook my head, and she took a deep breath. “That bitch! I can’t believe this.”

“Yeah, well, if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have believed it either.”

Ingrid was fuming, and I was honestly scared of the shitstorm that would go down when Virginia finally decided to come home.

[image: ]

I HAD TAKEN MY CAR to Mr. Alceu’s shop to get it fixed. I couldn’t keep driving it around looking like that—I’d catch the attention of traffic enforcement, and if they pulled me over, they’d find out my license was expired.

I was walking back to the apartment, my phone ringing nonstop with Jhonatan calling relentlessly and blowing up my WhatsApp with messages.

When I got to the front of my building, a white silk blouse landed softly on my head.

What the—?

I pulled the piece of clothing out of my hair and looked up. A rain of colorful fabric was flying freely out of a window, landing on the sidewalk and the street near the building. My eyes went wide when I heard Ingrid shouting, and the realization of what was happening hit me.

Ingrid was doing what she did best: raising hell.

I took the stairs two at a time, feeling my knees protest at the effort, and by the time I reached the fourth floor, I was out of breath. I burst through the door, met by the sound of the two of them screaming.

With one hand, Ingrid was throwing Virginia’s clothes out the window, unleashing a torrent of swear words, and with the other hand, she had the traitor by the hair, holding her in place so she couldn’t stop her from tossing everything out.

Virginia was firing back curses at the same level as Ingrid and trying in vain to break free.

“What the hell is going on here?” I asked, but they didn’t hear me. “Enough!” I yelled.

They both froze instantly, their eyes locked on me after my outburst—which was an extremely rare occurrence.

“Go to your room and relax, Lô. I’m already taking care of this tramp. She’s moving out as we speak,” Ingrid said.

“Let her go, Ingrid,” I said, but stubborn as she was, Ingrid gave Virginia’s hair one last yank before releasing her, shoving her to the floor, of course.

“Lorena, I...” Virginia tried to talk to me, but I cut her off.

“I don’t want to hear it, Virginia,” I said, raising my hand toward her in a clear signal for her to shut up.

“But I don’t have anywhere to go,” she insisted.

“Go to your lover’s house,” Ingrid replied.

“That’s not fair. I pay rent here.”

“This fucking apartment is mine, and I don’t want your dirty money. Get the hell out,” Ingrid said, grabbing the rest of Virginia’s clothes that were still on the bed and hurling them all out the window.

“Ingrid!” Virginia protested. “Lorena, say something.”

Did I really have such a huge sucker face that she still thought I’d help her?

“Ingrid?” I called out, my voice hard, and she stared at me, confused. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a smile starting to form on Virginia’s lips. “Don’t forget to throw her shoes out too. The patent Louboutins—throw those harder so they get scratched,” I said, locking eyes with Virginia, who looked at me in shock.

Ingrid grinned and went back to tossing everything out the window.

“If I were you, I wouldn’t try to stop her. I’ll let her rip your hair out,” I said, and Virginia’s eyes bulged as we heard Ingrid laugh.

Virginia stormed past me, snorting, heading for the apartment door.

“Hey! I want my keys!” Ingrid shouted.

Virginia threw the keys on the floor and left, slamming the door behind her while Ingrid finished throwing the rest of her stuff out the window.

“Come here! Come see,” Ingrid called, and I walked over to the window.

Down below, Virginia was trying to gather all her scattered belongings. From the fourth-floor window, standing next to my best friend, I watched the chaos on the sidewalk below, and when the other girl finally gathered everything and shoved it into her car, the sobs hit me hard.

And then I cried.
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Lorena

THE NEXT MORNING, I took two subways to get to the company. I had to wake up at 5 a.m. and catch the first train at six to make it on time, and luckily for my first day, I got there right on schedule.

“Good morning!” Deise, the receptionist on the executive floor, greeted me with a smile.

“Good morning,” I answered, just as cheerful.

Deise was nice, and I felt like I might have found a really cool coworker. She showed me how everything worked around there, and finally, at 8:52, she said, “You have eight minutes until nine, Lorena. This is the exact moment you need to go to the break room and turn on the coffee maker.” We were walking toward a small kitchenette on that floor. “Mr. Albuquerque likes his coffee strong and black.”

“Got it. But why this exact moment?”

“Because the coffee maker takes six minutes to finish brewing, so you’ll have two minutes to pour it into the cup, grab the biscuit, and take it to Mr. Albuquerque’s desk. At exactly nine o’clock, every single day, the elevator doors open and he walks in. By then, you need to have everything served and be at your desk. Don’t let him catch you still in his office.”

“He drinks black coffee but eats biscuits?”

“Did you pay attention to anything else besides that?” she asked, though her tone was teasing. “And the biscuit isn’t for Mr. Albuquerque—it’s for Michelangelo.”

“Who?”

“The cat,” she said, already pouring the coffee into a cup. Then she opened the cabinet underneath and pulled out a package with a cat’s picture on the front. “Michelangelo is Mr. Albuquerque’s cat. You have to put the biscuit in his bowl.”

She walked into the boss’s office, and I followed.

“The cup needs to be on the left. He’s left-handed, and if you leave it on the right, he’ll go berserk,” she said, adjusting the cup, then placing the biscuit in a bowl, staring at me to make sure I’d understood everything. I nodded. “Great. Let’s go!”

We left the boss’s office, and right after that, the elevator chimed, making Deise sprint to her desk before the doors opened.

“Good morning, Mr. Albuquerque!” she greeted him.

The man just gave her a nod. Not a single word. Rude.

As if that wasn’t weird enough, he stopped in front of my desk but didn’t even look at me.

“Good morning, Mr. Albuquerque,” I echoed Deise.

He didn’t even give me the nod he’d given my coworker. He took off his coat and tossed it onto my desk. Stunned, I watched him until he walked into his office and slammed the door.

“Shouldn’t you hang that up?” a gruff voice said right next to me, making me jump.

“What?” I asked, confused, staring at my boss’s watchdog.

“The coat. Shouldn’t you hang it up?” he repeated.

I looked at Deise, who pointed to a door. I stood up, grabbed the coat that had been thrown on my desk, and headed over. It was a closet. That’s where I hung the expensive coat.

The watchdog sat down in an armchair in the corner and just stayed there, staring at me.
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THE MORNING WAS QUIET. My boss barely needed me, except for a few calls he asked me to make and transfer to him—actually, he asked Deise to do it, and she taught me what to do.

When I got back from my lunch break, my coworker left, and less than ten minutes later, the CEO arrived. Fuming. Screaming into his cell phone, making sure anyone on the executive floor changed their route to avoid crossing his path.

When he got close to my desk, he said something I didn’t understand, and I wasn’t even sure it was directed at me since he was still yelling into the phone. I could hear the person on the other end screaming right back at him.

“What?” I asked, confused, and his icy eyes landed on mine.

“Call Vargas,” he said, low and slow.

I would’ve preferred him shouting. That tone was way more terrifying.

“Vargas?” I blurted out without thinking. I hadn’t seen any name like that on the list Deise had shown me earlier.

“Do you expect me to explain it to you?” he asked in the same tone as before, and I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up, my body going on high alert like I was in danger. I shook my head. “I’m not talking to you, Angeline. I’m talking to my secretary, who seems to be a complete idiot.”

I stared at him, stunned, and he stared right back, daring me to say something. I sure as hell didn’t. Then he kept walking and went into his office, slamming the door so hard everyone in the place flinched.

My phone started ringing. It was Jhonatan. I put my face in my hands and took a deep breath, trying to decide if I should cry, pretend my boss hadn’t screamed at me and called me an idiot, or march into his office and tell him to go fuck himself. I decided that, for now, the second option was the best.

“Don’t you have someone to call?” the watchdog’s voice sounded beside me, just like it had that morning.

“If only I knew who I’m supposed to call,” I replied.

He rolled his eyes, pressed a few buttons on the phone after picking up the receiver, and then handed it to me. I spoke to the man on the other end and transferred the call to my boss.

A few minutes after he started screaming on the phone again—this time from inside his office—he yelled, “Juliana?”

I looked around at everyone there to see which
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