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The Angel of the Broken Heart
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Have you ever had bad luck in love? Have you ever had great hopes for an eternal love, only to see them crushed like a fish in the mouth of a bear? Well, then perhaps you’ve found yourself in the same situation as the young woman you’re about to meet — or maybe not quite as bad, but surely you can understand the feeling. That disappointing, maddening anguish that breaks your heart and makes you wish you’d never been born. If so, if you’ve experienced that, or if your chest aches just reading these words, well, then let me tell you the story of the sweetest, yet most tragic girl you will ever meet. Her name was Mary Lou Carter, and she was, by every definition of the word, the most unfortunate angel the good Lord ever sent to Earth.

It all began when she was born.

Daughter of a farmer, her birth became her father’s greatest disappointment when he discovered he wasn’t getting a boy. I’m not joking! As soon as that tiny being came out of her mother’s womb with a cry and all the excitement of joining a world that would never favor her, old Carter’s smile vanished instantly, replaced by him leaving the cabin, lighting a pipe, and wondering why God would play such a cruel trick on him.

In his defense, the man had always dreamed of having a son who would help him plow the land and preserve his name, and in his mind, a woman would never be capable of either.

Of course, there was always the possibility of trying again, but knowing the odds of the next baby being a boy were the same as with little Mary Lou — with the added danger of ending up with two daughters — he lost all interest in reproducing with his wife. Curiously, his libido was not affected, only redirected toward the occasional professionals he visited in town, more and more often, and with an increasingly empty pocket.

But anyway! Fortunately, this is not the story of old Carter. We don’t need more stories about tormented men who cheat on their wives and lose interest in their offspring, do we?

All we’ll say is that, for the old bastard’s sake, the arrival of the Civil War surely came as the perfect excuse to say “goodbye” to his devoted wife and unfortunate daughter, thus becoming the first man to abandon little Mary Lou. Whether he survived that conflict or not was something never known, but for the Carter family, it made no difference.

Neither the tears of his wife nor the tiny hand of Mary Lou reaching for her father as if begging him to stay meant anything. The man simply turned around and disappeared over the horizon like the ghost he would become from that day on.

Neither mother nor daughter lost hope that old Carter would return someday, but as no letters or information ever came, despair only grew in their hearts; and despite sweet Mary Lou’s best efforts to become a ray of light for her mother, she could never ignore how her life had changed since that bundle of energy and love arrived. Old Carter’s kisses no longer sought her lips, and his hands no longer touched her body.

In his eyes, love appeared less and less, and what had once been a joking man became a serious, taciturn figure who left the room every time Mary Lou entered it. That damn brat! How dare she be born a girl!?

Like Carter, Mary Lou’s mother blamed God for that little curse, and as she turned to drink, she also surrendered to a long series of insults that marked the young girl’s childhood:

“Your father left because of you! And that’s why no one will ever love you!”

Even so, sweet Mary Lou never let it affect her — or at least not more than she allowed herself to show — and she grew into a happy, energetic woman who did her best. With long black hair, often too rebellious to be properly tamed, blue eyes like the most beautiful river ever seen, and a slim, medium build, Mary Lou worked as hard as she could on the farm her father left them, cared for her mother every day, and simply smiled at life, hoping for the best, even if life gave her shit in return.

And boy, did it give her shit — in more than one way!

With little money and eager to preserve the few belongings she had, Mary Lou chose to work the fields wearing only overalls and a shirt, both belonging to her father and far too big for her, often barefoot so as not to ruin her only pair of shoes and to avoid the discomfort of wearing men’s boots that slowed her down. She never minded feeling the dirt or grass under her feet, but she hated stepping on her ox’s droppings, and unfortunately, this happened more often than she wished. In her opinion, it was still better than ruining her shoes. Cleaning her feet took only a few minutes. Shoes had no such solution.

Besides, she had hope. More than once she’d heard that stepping in shit brought good luck in love, and when that simple, crooked-toothed neighbor Jimmy Williams appeared right after she stepped in a freshly dropped pile, her heart beat fast.

Could it be? Was there better luck if you stepped in manure barefoot? Jimmy’s smile certainly made her believe it, and when the boy began visiting her more regularly, she convinced herself of such a good omen.

Goodness! He even brought her wildflowers!

Wasn’t that worthy of the best romantic novel? What did it matter if his teeth pointed in opposite directions and hurt her lips during their romantic escapades in the barn? He was a boy and he liked her! Did she need anything else?

Then, during their third passionate encounter on the hay, the boy’s rough hand found its way to Mary Lou’s chest, making her laugh.

“I told you I want to wait!” Mary Lou said, blushing and somehow flattered. It was nice to think someone found her so beautiful they couldn’t control themselves.

“Until when?” Jimmy asked, his breath still smelling of the two raw eggs he had for breakfast.

“Until we get married!” Mary Lou replied. “I told you!”

“I thought you were joking,” Jimmy said, disappointed.

“Why would I joke about that!?” Mary Lou insisted. “Look, Jimmy, I love you and I know you love me. We’re the best thing that’s ever happened to each other.”

Jimmy’s gaze slowly drifted into emptiness, frustrated.

“All we have to do is wait until we get married, and once God gives us His blessing, then we can...” Mary Lou went on and on.

Finally, Jimmy stood up and walked away.

“Wait!” Mary Lou ran after him, terrified. “Don’t go! Jimmy!”

“I’m not going to wait!” Jimmy replied. “My cousin lets me see them and even touch them!”

“Wait — what?” Mary Lou stopped, confused.

Jimmy didn’t elaborate. He simply disappeared from the barn and from her life. He ended up marrying his cousin, and after that, Mary Lou didn’t want to know more, blaming herself for not giving in that hot summer afternoon, and hoping that next time she found someone to love, things would be different.

They weren’t.

Unfortunately for her, things only went downhill from there. Every time a man came into her life, he took less and less time to leave.

It happened with Geoff, the most attractive and gallant twenty-eight-year-old gunslinger she met shortly after turning nineteen. Tall, strong, serious, and with a reputation for having taken down as many criminals as women he’d been with, Mary Lou felt blessed to receive his gaze, his interest, and his invitation to dinner. A man like that, with such good reputation and skill, surely would make good husband material, right? She gave in to his charms, and when she discovered the ecstasy of losing her flower, she could only say:

“My God! That was heavenly!”

“I know,” Geoff replied, lighting a cigarette beside her.

A thousand thoughts ran through Mary Lou’s mind. She was finally a woman. She had finally found a good man. She could finally have the family she always wanted. She bit her lower lip imagining all this and hugged the strong-as-a-log, angel-handsome Geoff.

“I can’t wait to do this for the rest of our lives!” Mary Lou exclaimed. “We’re going to have so many babies! Good Lord!”

The smirk vanished from Geoff’s face. Family? Babies? That wasn’t his thing.

“Oh. Yeah,” he said. “Listen, I’ve got something to do.”

He slipped out of her arms quickly.

“Oh?” Mary Lou said.

“I forgot I have this, uh, bandit I need to catch,” Geoff explained while dressing at full speed. “I’ll do it really quick and come back, alright?”

Though disappointed to see him leave, the promise that he’d return brought a big smile to Mary Lou’s face as she said:

“Alright! I’ll be here waiting!”

“Ah. Well.”

Geoff left, and Mary Lou waited. When he didn’t return in eight hours, she realized something had happened. First she feared Geoff’s mission had been more dangerous than expected, and her heart tightened painfully at the thought he might be hurt or worse. 

Wearing only a bathrobe, Mary Lou ran downstairs and asked if anyone knew what had happened to him.

“Oh, he left this morning at full speed,” a waitress told her.

“But... do you know when he’ll be back?”

“I don’t think he’s coming back. He paid his bill and left.”

“But what about the bandit he had to catch? Did he say anything about that?”

“The Daltons? He killed them a week ago.”

Mary Lou’s hopes died with that sentence. Geoff! That lying bastard! He tasted her flower and, like a whiskey-scented bee, flew away as soon as he was done!

And what if his kisses left her breathless and his hands knew her body better than she did? Everything was ruined by the memory of a sudden departure and a lonely night.

Like her parents, Mary Lou blamed God for her misfortune that night, but she rejoiced when she felt that soft, stinking texture again as she stepped on the last stair of the hotel and onto the street while looking at the starry sky.

Once again, she had stepped in some animal’s shit (she hoped), and hope returned.

Would the third time be the charm?

The answer came a couple of days later, when she went to buy food in town and, at the grocery store, locked eyes with a well-dressed young man with gentle eyes, a sweet smile, and no smell of liquor.

Her heart stopped at that look. A smile formed on her lips and widened when the young man returned it.

She had heard many times about that kind of love. Love at first sight, where two souls seem to have known each other forever — and this had to be the case. Why else would her heart pound so hard at a stranger? Why would her hands start sweating and feeling cold at the same time? Why did the world suddenly seem more colorful?

Yes. That third young man had to be the one. The reward for her bad luck. She just had to be careful. Not too fast, not too cautious.

She grabbed the bar of lard she needed and went to the counter, exchanging increasingly frequent glances with that adorable young man who couldn’t take his eyes off her as she approached the door.

Would he make a move? Should she? Was this the place for it? The young man seemed to have an idea and took a step forward to greet her, making Mary Lou’s heart pound even harder.

Then he stepped back. Greeting a woman in front of the shopkeeper? That could be bold.

No. Better to do it outside. Yes. Better to wait for her and think of something to say. 

It had to be the perfect line! The pair kept their eyes on each other as the young man walked out, thinking only of how beautiful, interesting, and adorable that girl seemed while his own ears rang with excitement.

Of course, perhaps he should have paid less attention to the ringing in his ears and more to the man shouting “STAMPEDE!” right as he stepped outside... and was trampled by a hundred hysterical cows.

Mary Lou’s heart stopped for a moment as horror filled her face, and the young man’s heart stopped forever, leaving this world full of a love he never got to know.

So no, the third time was not the charm. Nor would the fourth be.

While the third was the most reciprocal (and the briefest), the fourth lacked that feeling entirely — not out of malice or selfishness, but simply because the preacher’s son she met at church, who shared her taste for dancing and high-fashion clothing, also shared her taste for men.

Thus, by the time he came along, Mary Lou — now twenty-four — had decided to give up on love. 

She was simply tired of the whole thing: the disappointment, the ache that squeezed her chest every time she thought of men or the idea of being loved. She resigned herself to becoming a spinster.

After all, she had a farm, which she had just inherited after her mother’s sudden death from drinking, and despite the fears of the father she never knew, she had done a good job with it. Enough to support herself and live a life surrounded by books and the occasional beautiful, high-quality garment — and maybe that would be enough, right?

Who needed love? Who needed men? Who needed a family that adored her as she never was?

That’s what she was thinking as she sat at the edge of a small dock on the lake, right after Mrs. Carter’s funeral, her feet splashing in the water and her hand caressing a crucifix as she asked God for the strength to live alone... when a shadow covered her like the most refreshing coat under the overwhelming sun.

Mary Lou turned and found the source of that shadow. A twenty-eight-year-old man, tall, handsome, well-dressed in a black suit with a bow tie, with a curved mustache and bowler hat, looking at her with both sweetness and compassion, and radiating pure confidence.

“My sweet young lady, you seem distressed!” he said. “May I keep you company?”

His name was Bert Daniels, and seeing him there, arriving to her rescue while her mind wandered through the worst pains of the past and the most anguishing anxieties of the future, made Mary Lou’s hardened romantic heart skip a beat. She simply nodded to grant him permission.

Bert sat beside her, and as soon as they began to talk, Mary Lou’s heart felt lighter.

There was just something in him that radiated not only confidence, but kindness and sweetness; and so, what had begun as a sad ending for our tragic heroine soon became the heavenly promise of a new life.

A life of constant visits and frequent outings to town, always arm in arm, full of laughter and good fortune.

Bert, a traveling salesman for the Goldman Magical Elixirs Company, spared no expense, and whenever they went from one place to another, he bought Mary Lou any dress, pair of shoes, or stockings that caught her eye, along with delicious dinners, extravagant drinks (before Bert, Mary Lou had no idea what champagne even was), and expert movements in bed that made her forget Geoff, Jimmy, or any other lover she had ever imagined.

Yes, for once, life seemed good to sweet Mary Lou... but as always in her tragic story, it was about to take a turn during one of her outings with Bert.

“Oh, Bert,” Mary Lou sighed, pleased after another energetic session that reaffirmed her belief that he was the best lover she would ever find. “After everything I’ve been through, I never thought I could be happy again... or ever.”

“That makes no sense,” Bert replied, lying beside her and looking at her with wild desire as his fingers caressed her bare arms. “A woman as beautiful as you deserves all the happiness in the world — and even more!”

He kissed her passionately, making Mary Lou smile.

“Now, what do you say? Again?” Bert tugged playfully at her black hair.

“No, no!” Mary Lou laughed. “I need to breathe for a moment!”

“You? Breathe? My love, it’s not your nose that travels all over your body.”

Bert bit her shoulder, pressing his nose against her neck to emphasize his point while Mary Lou only laughed and covered her face with her hand.

“Where did you learn all that?” Mary Lou asked, immediately changing her mind. “Wait. Don’t tell me. I don’t want to ruin such a beautiful moment.”

“You’re right as always, my love.”

Bert kissed Mary Lou’s hand. She bit her lower lip, delighted for a moment... then turned away, distressed and almost in tears.

“Is something wrong, my love?” Bert asked.

“Oh, Bert, it’s just... never mind.”

“No, no. Tell me.” Bert kept kissing her hand.

“It’s just... a silly thing.”

“Nothing from you is silly,” Bert insisted.

Mary Lou looked into his eyes. They seemed sincere.

“It’s just that... I have bad luck in love,” she said. “Always. Every time I find someone to love, something happens and they leave. Or they die.”

Bert’s face showed terror for an instant, but he stayed calm.

“Come on, that
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